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ABSTRACT

The study contributes to the growing body of research that examines the meanings 

and practices of literacy in community settings. While the study sheds some light on the 

history of community-based literacy learning, it is also a project in rhetorical analysis. It 

traces the influence of public discourse and beliefs about literacy on the teaching of 

English to non-native speakers, focusing on the Progressive Era (1890-1920), a time of 

major social and educational change.  Turn-of-the-century educators and members of the 

public believed that literacy was in a state of decline, and immigrants were often blamed.  

Public debate about literacy was marked by an acute sense of crisis exacerbated by 

economic unease and rapid social and political change.  In this atmosphere of change and 

anxiety, the public called on English teachers to assimilate immigrants by bringing them 

in line with cultural norms, teaching them patriotism, and preparing them to be efficient 

workers.  In response to public pressure, some educators embraced a vision of a 

monolingual society and adopted a pedagogy of assimilation.  As Americanization 

programs emerged in large numbers in the 1910s, the goals and curricula often reflected 

this vision.  However, not all educators embraced the assimilation model.  Some 

educators and immigrant writers argued for the need for a pedagogy rooted in students’ 

community lives and individual needs, with the potential to contribute toward a more 

democratic society for all. 
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CHAPTER ONE
TEACHING ENGLISH FOR A “BETTER AMERICA” 

“Learn English.  Attend Night School.  Become a Citizen.  It means a better opportunity 
and a better home in America.  It means a better job.  It means a better chance for your 
children.  It means a better America.  Ask the nearest public school about classes” 

� The Government’s ‘America First’ Poster.  “Educating the Immigrant for 
Citizenship.  American Review of Reviews.  January 1916

English educators have always been at the center of the debate about immigration 

and assimilation in the United States.  As the quote above indicates, immigrants and 

minorities have been advised to look to English instruction for “a better job” and “a better 

opportunity.”  Although the poster is almost a century old, its message is hardly outdated; 

one hears echoes of its sentiment in contemporary discussions of literacy.  In the public 

discourse, English literacy is associated with economic mobility and good citizenship.  It 

is considered essential not only for individual advancement but for societal stability and 

prosperity.  For instance, the ad promises that an English-speaking (and presumably more 

literate) America will be “a better America.”  Popular beliefs about literacy are closely 

tied to our visions of national identity, and those beliefs are as deeply entrenched today as 

they were at the beginning of the twentieth century.  English teachers are expected to help 

language-minority students become good citizens who will contribute to the economic 

advancement of the nation.  When large numbers of immigrants fail to attain sufficient 

literacy skills, or when the vision of a “better America” is not realized, teachers are often 

held accountable.  

English instruction for non-native speakers has been shaped in important ways by 

its political and social contexts, especially language policy, industry needs, and anxieties 
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about immigration.  This dissertation traces the influence of public discourse and beliefs 

about literacy on the teaching of English to non-native speakers.  It focuses on the 

Progressive Era (roughly 1890-1920), a time of major social and educational change.  

Turn-of-the-century educators and members of the public believed that literacy was in a 

state of decline, and immigrants were often blamed.  Public debate about literacy was 

marked by an acute sense of crisis exacerbated by economic unease and rapid social and 

political change.  In this atmosphere, the public called on English teachers to assimilate 

immigrants by bringing them in line with cultural norms, teaching them patriotism, and 

preparing them to be efficient workers.  The rhetoric became particularly heated in the 

years leading up to 1917 when Congress passed a literacy requirement for new 

immigrants.  The debate over the literacy legislation exposed the fault lines in 

Americans’ beliefs about cultural and linguistic plurality, revealing widespread fear that 

multilingualism would lead to social chaos.  In response to public pressure, many 

educators embraced a vision of a monolingual, monocultural society and adopted a 

pedagogy of assimilation.  As Americanization programs emerged in large numbers in 

the 1910s, the goals and curricula often reflected this vision.  However, not all educators 

embraced the assimilation model.  In fact, some explicitly rejected it in favor of a 

pedagogy rooted in students’ community lives and individual needs, with the potential to 

contribute toward a more democratic society for immigrants and native-born Americans 

alike.

This dissertation contributes to the growing body of research that examines the 

meanings and practices of literacy in community settings (e.g., Gere; O’Rourke; Kates; 



10

Heath; Grabil).  While the study sheds light on the history of community-based literacy 

learning, it is also a project in rhetorical analysis.  I focus on the public debate about 

literacy and the images of the immigrant that emerged out of that debate.  At the heart of 

competing pedagogies were contrasting beliefs about immigrants.  Those beliefs were 

given form in the representations of students found in the mass media, in teachers’ 

journals, in textbooks, and in immigrants’ own narratives.  Competing metaphors and 

recurring narratives about non-native speakers revealed the assumptions that shaped 

language policy, curriculum design, and classroom pedagogy.  For instance, by 

representing the immigrants as “strangers at the gate,” one English Journal author 

highlighted the need for a pedagogy that would keep them under control (Thorngate).1 In 

contrast, those who advocated alternative pedagogies embraced different metaphors for 

the newcomers.  These metaphors emphasized the immigrants’ American-ness and 

common ground with native-born citizens.  For example, Helen Cohen, a teacher and 

English Journal contributor, rejected the image of immigrants as strangers, instead 

depicting her students as neighbors and latter-day pilgrims.  She advocated the use of 

students’ first languages where appropriate and emphasized the pedagogical value of 

everyday readings (such as magazines and working-class literature) over more traditional 

texts.

My study examines the tensions between the assimilation model that dominated 

many of the Americanization efforts and the more progressive approach suggested by 

writers such as Cohen.2   Because non-native speakers learned to read and write in many 

settings, this investigation spans multiple sites of learning, including public schools 
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(particularly evening and vocational schools, but also traditional high schools);

community organizations (such as settlement houses); and worker education programs.  

The first half of the study looks at the political context of the debate about literacy, 

examining the public’s assumptions about the role of literacy in a changing society and 

the place of the new immigrants within that society.  The second half of the dissertation 

looks more closely at pedagogical practices, textbook pedagogy, and immigrants’ 

accounts of literacy learning.  In that half of the study, I focus on several key questions:

How did public opinion and policy shape program goals and curricula?  What were the 

rhetorical visions—of America, of the immigrants, and of literacy—that shaped pedagogy 

for non-native speakers?  What values, beliefs, and assumptions were embedded in 

pedagogies for immigrant learners?  Finally, how did alternative rhetorical visions create 

room for resistance and change in the teaching of English?  

A Framework for Community-Based Studies of Literacy

By its nature, this investigation is interdisciplinary in scope, drawing from work 

in rhetoric as well as histories of adult education, rhetoric-composition, and literacy.  

Traditional histories of composition have traced the field’s modern origins to the 

inception of writing programs at Harvard University and other prominent colleges in the 

late nineteenth century (Berlin; Connors; Brereton).  The nineteenth-century college 

students were elite members of the upper class, and many of today’s students do not 

resemble those elites.  Due in part to the diverse groups of learners in today’s writing 

classrooms, researchers have begun to examine the experiences of disenfranchised groups 
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who were historically excluded from postsecondary institutions.  Community-based 

studies of literacy have offered insights into the experiences of women, minorities, and 

the working class (Gere; Kates; O’Rourke; Royster).  For instance, Anne Ruggles Gere 

found that turn-of-the-century clubwomen used literacy to take part in the social and

political life of the nation, to advocate for change, to create systems of exchange and 

production, and to develop their own models for literary study and criticism.  Bridget 

O’Rourke, in an unpublished dissertation, found that the settlement house model 

promoted literacy as a means for civic participation but also worked to monitor and 

regulate immigrants’ literate practices.  Susan Kates, in a study of the rhetorical 

education of disenfranchised students, demonstrated that multicultural, multilingual 

pedagogies provided a means for them to critique patterns of discrimination in the larger 

culture and to work for change.3

Most studies of literacy define it as something more than the ability to encode and 

decode texts.  For instance, Walter Ong argues that literacy is a phenomenon with the 

power to transform societies, endowing members with increased consciousness of 

language and improved cognitive ability.  E. D. Hirsch treats literacy as a specific 

knowledge base that educated readers are expected to share, including discrete facts from 

a variety of fields.  Hirsch argues that his model of cultural literacy can unify members 

of a society by establishing shared background knowledge that readers can bring to texts.  

In contrast to these definitions of literacy, Robert Pattison treats it as an innate 

consciousness of the problems posed by language, an awareness that precedes the ability 

to read and write.  While some definitions of literacy treat it as a phenomenon with 
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universal, predictable consequences, others take into account the social structures, 

institutional pressures, and hierarchies of power that shape its use.  In the classroom, 

critical literacy approaches encourage students to study and critique those hierarchies of 

power, while community literacy approaches ask them to engage in intercultural dialogue 

with the goal of social change (Friere; Peck, Flower, and Higgins).

Like other recent studies, this project draws from the “new literacy” model, which 

does not view literacy as a neutral and narrow set of “autonomous” skills.  Instead, as 

Brian Street explains, literacy is “inextricably linked to cultural and power structures in 

society” (“The New Literacy Studies” 433).  This model rejects the position that literacy 

in itself endows individuals with increased cognitive abilities or the power to transform 

societies.  Instead, as Deborah Brandt suggests, it is embedded in particular social 

contexts, dependent on complex interactions between readers and writers in a given 

community.  Literacy learning is best accomplished, Brandt argues, when readers 

“experience [it] as connection and connectivity” (Literacy as Involvement 2).  While 

literacy acquisition is not a guarantee of social or cultural transformation, some writers

have noted that it can be a tool for social transformation.  For instance, Jacqueline Jones 

Royster argues that nineteenth-century African-American women used literacy to 

negotiate the challenges posed by an oppressive sociopolitical context.  

Because the meanings and consequences of literacy are context specific, I should 

note that such sociopolitical action does not always lead to positive change because the 

goals and motives of those who teach literacy do not always coincide with the desires of 

those who want to learn it.  Deborah Brandt uses the concept of sponsors to examine how 
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those who promote literacy exert influence over their protégés and stand to gain from 

their literacy acquisition—particularly in institutional settings.  The sponsors “set the 

terms for access to literacy and wield powerful incentives for compliance and loyalty.  

Sponsors are a tangible reminder that literacy learning throughout history has always 

required permission, sanction, assistance, [and] coercion” (“Sponsors of Literacy” 167).  

Progressive-Era immigrant learners recognized that program goals did not necessarily 

coincide with their individual motives for learning literacy.  In a 1922 letter to the New 

York Times, one writer complained that 

There is an indifference on the part of some teachers, [of the immigrants 

attending evening schools], an ill-concealed contempt on the part of some, 

and worst of all [ . . . ]—the tendency to treat them like children.  One man 

said to me: “The teacher I had spent nearly half of many periods in talking 

patriotism to us.  I did not need it; most of us did not.”  (Watson 12)

Educational historian Lawrence Cremin confirms that poor pedagogy and an emphasis on 

patriotism drove many immigrants away from Americanization programs.  The programs 

were often dominated by an explicit goal of monitoring and controlling immigrants or 

preparing them to be docile workers in low-paying jobs, as evidenced by the accounts of 

classes where students primarily learned patriotic songs, or in textbooks that urged 

workers to avoid unions and listen carefully to their bosses’ instructions,  

Contrary to popular perceptions, literacy education was not always (perhaps not 

even often) a means to better-paying jobs or a more prosperous life for new immigrants.  

In his study, The Literacy Myth: Literacy and Social Structure in the Nineteenth-Century 
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City, Harvey J. Graff argues that the historical record does not support many of our 

myths about literacy—including the belief that it improves individuals’ economic 

circumstances.  He argues that although literacy was promoted in the nineteenth century 

as a tool for social mobility, “in reality statistics show that literacy was no guarantee of 

economic stability or social mobility” and “its contribution to economic prosperity was 

sometimes limited and often contradictory” (215).  If literate citizens tended to have 

higher rates of economic stability, this tendency may not have been a result of literacy but 

more so a mark of other privileges that accompany it, such as wealth and social status.  In 

her book, the Violence of Literacy, J. Elspeth Stuckey argues that literacy does not 

deliver on all the benefits it has been assumed to bestow, and moreover, it has historically 

functioned as a tool of oppression that works against real social equality and preserves

the status of elite members of society at the expense of the vulnerable.  

The public discourse about literacy has often been marked by a sense of crisis and 

a fear of declining standards, as I noted earlier.  In the early decades of the twentieth 

century, public debate about literacy reflected a fear of the non-English speaking 

immigrant.  This fear was compounded by a general sentiment that standards were 

declining.  John Trimbur has argued that a rhetoric of crisis has often permeated the 

public debates about literacy.  This rhetoric, which insists that literacy rates are in sharp 

decline and that students are not learning what they need to know, serves to deflect 

attention from a more sinister underlying concern—a desire to maintain linguistic 

standards that will “regularize and regulate communication, [and] halt the slide into a 

pluralistic, polyphonic English” (279).  In other words, it is a manifestation of a 
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discomfort with an increasingly multi-ethnic, multilingual society and of a desire to 

maintain the elite status of the speakers of the dominant discourse.  According to Brandt, 

literacy’s sponsors often contribute to the sense of crisis.  As institutions change, new 

forms of literacy emerge, and learners must adapt.  Brandt argues that “the pace of 

change and the place of literacy in economic competition have both intensified 

enormously in the last half of the twentieth century [ . . . ]. This phenomenon is what 

makes today’s literacy feel so advanced, and at the same time, so destabilized” 

(“Sponsors of Literacy” 178).  The Progressive-Era perception of a literacy crisis often 

placed teachers at odd with members of the public as excerpts from teachers’ journals and 

the popular media suggest. 

An Era of Social and Educational Change 

The Progressive Era (from about 1880-1920) is a particularly rich period for a 

study of English teaching and the immigrant.  As writing curricula became solidly 

established in the nation’s colleges (Brereton; Berlin; Connors), a new concern for 

pedagogy filtered down into the public schools.  With the new emphasis on English 

education, teachers in a variety of sites began to professionalize and form alliances.  

English teaching became an established field with professional organizations (such as 

NCTE), conferences, and journals.  These changes occurred during a time of rapid social 

change in the US.  In the decades between 1880-1920, immigrants arrived in greater 

numbers than ever before, flooding the public schools with new groups of diverse 

students.  The function of the public high school began to change, and the nature and uses 
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of literacy were in flux.  These three phenomena—immigration, new uses of literacy, and 

changes in the public schools—were experienced by educators and members of the public 

as an educational and cultural crisis.  In this time of perceived crisis, the Progressive 

Education movement emerged and remained a major force throughout the twentieth 

century (Cremin; Gallagher).

The period between 1890-1920 marks the beginning of modern American life, 

according to historian John Milton Cooper.  It was a time of rapid technological and 

industrial change—and a time of “fear, social conflict, and hatred” (Cooper xiv).  With 

the rapid growth in industry, wealth became concentrated in the hands of a few powerful

Americans, and the gap between rich and poor widened dramatically.  Millions of 

working-class and immigrant Americans gathered in urban areas, living in unsanitary, 

crowded conditions.  Men, women, and children toiled in the nation’s factories, working 

long hours for little pay.  Coupled with widespread corruption in industry and politics, the 

poor working conditions led to a widespread push for reform (Cooper; Zinn).  Writers 

such as Jacob Riis and Upton Sinclair documented the conditions in tenement hous es and 

industrial plants, and their “muckraking” exposés led to legislative efforts to improve 

urban housing and food sanitation.  Other reformers focused on the need for political 

change and better working conditions, and many working-class and immigrant 

Americans were drawn to the labor movement.  The movement gained momentum in the 

early 1900s as the IWW (the Industrial Workers of the World) and the Socialist Party 

became important political forces in the US.
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The call for social and educational reform emerged out of the massive changes 

brought on by an influx of immigrants who were somewhat different from those who had 

come earlier.  Before the Civil War, the majority of immigrants came from western and 

northern Europe, with the two largest groups being Irish and German.  After the war, the 

so-called new immigrants arrived in large numbers from southern and eastern Europe.4

The new immigrants were less likely to speak English than the older immigrants had 

been, they were not Protestants, and they were perceived to be reluctant to assimilate.  

They settled mostly in urban areas so that by 1900, first- and second-generation 

immigrants far outnumbered native-born Americans in most US cities.  From 1900-10, 

writes Cooper, “over eight million people came to the United States—the largest number 

in any decade before or since” (3).  Immigration historian Roger Daniels writes that 

almost twenty-four million people came to the United States between 1880 and 1919.  

More than four million were Italian.  Other large groups included the Irish; 

Scandinavians; Greeks; Germans; Arabs; Armenians; Eastern Europeans (including 

Poles, Russians, and Hungarians); Asians (including Chinese and Japanese); and other 

North Americans, particularly French Canadians.  

The flood of immigrants into America’s cities created tensions and eventually 

resulted in a backlash.  Daniels explains that several factors led to this backlash: 

overcrowding in major cities, competition for jobs, fears of crime and foreign radicalism, 

and a racist belief in Anglo-Saxon superiority (275-76).  The rising tide of anti-

immigration sentiment led to legislative efforts to restrict it, beginning with the Chinese 

Exclusion Act of 1882 and culminating in the early 1920s in legislation that ended a 
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century of open immigration.  In 1891 and 1903 Congress had prohibited the entry of 

certain people, and in 1917 it passed legislation that required a literacy test for all 

newcomers.  Ironically, most of the new arrivals at this time were unskilled laborers, and 

literacy would not help them do their jobs more efficiently.  Moreover, the test required 

them to read only a few simple sentences in any language, and this task probably required 

only a primary-grade education.  But the literacy test was not intended to measure 

immigrants’ skills so much as to sort them according to ethnicity and economic 

background.  In much of the public debate about the test (chronicled in the New York 

Times and other mass media outlets), literacy was cited as an indicator of good moral 

character and the potential for productive citizenship.  As literacy became associated with 

these qualities, the stakes for learning it became even higher, and the public demand for 

effective teaching increased.

Progressive-Era educators and members of the public believed that literacy rates 

were declining, and they blamed the new immigrants.  For instance, one English Journal

contributor reported on a 1920 study that found high numbers of illiterates in the armed 

forces.  She wrote: “Of the 1,500,000 drafted men, 386,000 were either wholly illiterate 

or could not pass [a literacy test].  Of the 8,500,000 immigrants and native illiterates over 

ten years of age, 5,500,000 could not read or write English” (Thorngate 125).  The author 

goes on to establish an explicit link between these statistics and the number of 

immigrants in the US.  She quotes an education commissioner who said, “the immigrant 

comes to us with three handicaps—ignorance of our language, ignorance of our customs, 

and ignorance of our laws [ . . . ]” (Thorngate 125).  Although this quote suggests that at 
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least some educators believed that most immigrants were illiterate, the historical evidence 

contradicts that claim.  Harvey Graff points out that, contrary to the public’s perceptions, 

about seventy-five percent of all turn-of-the-century immigrants could read and write.  

Their literacy rates sometimes exceeded that of native speakers of English.  As Graff 

says, “the actual extent of literacy (in either native tongues or English) is impressive” 

(“Nineteenth-Century Origins” 230). 

If educators tended to exaggerate the problem of illiteracy, it may have been that 

they were uneasy about its uses.  By the mid-nineteenth century, the rise in the number of 

publishing companies meant that inexpensive books and magazines became widely 

available.  As working-class Americans gained easy access to print, many educators 

criticized their choice of reading materials—“fiction, cheap books, and street literature” 

(Graff, “Nineteenth-Century Origins” 218).  The early 1900s also saw a surge in leftist 

and socialist publications in the US, and ethnic newspapers were often sympathetic to the 

labor cause.  Although cultural critics advocated reading for members of the working 

class, they feared that political pamphlets and other materials could be “potentially 

dangerous, appealing to emotions and sentiment and undercutting morality” (Graff 221).  

In fact, several of the English Journal contributors lamented their students’ poor taste in 

reading materials, as in the case of an instructor who complained that her students read 

radical literature and socialist leaflets (Marsh).  

The influx of the so-called new immigrants created challenges for the public 

school system.  By about 1910, fifty-eight percent of public school students were either 

first-or-second-generation immigrant.  In some cities, such as New York and Chicago, 
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that number was as high as seventy percent.  The students came from a variety of ethnic 

groups so that in any given class, a half-dozen languages might have been represented.  

As Lawrence Cremin puts it, while institutions “[sought] to transform the immigrant,” the 

foreign students also transformed the schools (71).  In addition to providing traditional 

instruction, educators found themselves teaching hygiene, manners, conduct, health, and 

citizenship (72).  As the population of public school students changed, the institution and 

its social function also changed dramatically from 1880 to 1920.  While the high schools 

of the mid-nineteenth century had prepared a small number of elite students for college, 

the high schools of the Progressive Era prepared large numbers of students for work.  

Widespread industrialization had created a demand for vocational education.  The new 

curricula combined traditional subjects with workshop education in a variety of trades.  In 

addition to math, history, English, and literature, schools taught woodworking, 

dressmaking, and metalwork.  

By the early 1900s, the public schools faced the challenge of addressing not only 

the new students’ vocational goals but also their need to learn English and American 

culture in order to become productive citizens.  While immigrant children could learn 

English in the regular public schools, special programs were needed to teach adults.  In 

response to the need for adult instruction, school districts in major cities developed 

evening programs.  The evening schools offered instruction at all levels to adults.  

Writing in 1929, educator John Friese surveyed the curricula of the evening schools.  

Courses included Americanization, English and citizenship, vocational and industrial 

subjects (such as typing, stenography, bookkeeping, cooking, sewing, and metal and 
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ironwork), home-making, and agricultural extension.  Evening schools also offered 

elementary subjects, secondary-level classes, and college-preparatory programs.  

Although the evening schools were not intended solely for immigrants, non-native 

speakers made up a large portion of the students, and they would study from seven or 

eight o'clock until ten o'clock in the evening.  The instructors did not have special 

training in ESL; they were regular daytime teachers who worked at night as well.  The 

night schools were not only centers of learning but also community centers where 

immigrants could meet, make friends, and join clubs (Crawford; Shaw; Kett; Friese).  

However, as Cremin points out, the pedagogy of the schools was often “totally 

inappropriate to immigrant needs” and as a result, students frequently dropped out or 

avoided the programs altogether (73).  

The evening schools were part of the larger movement to Americanize the 

foreigner.  Americanization became a national campaign in the 1910s, prompted by the 

backlash against the new immigrants, unease about their uses of literacy, and anxiety 

over the political situation in the US (including the rise of socialism and the onset of 

World War I).  Americanization programs sought to address learners’ needs by providing 

language education, vocational training, and citizenship preparation.  But in most cases, 

“to Americanize [ . . . ] was to divest the immigrant of his ethnic character and to 

inculcate the dominant Anglo-Saxon morality” (Cremin 68).  Americanization efforts 

were often grass roots in nature, and the work took place in a variety of informal sites, 

including churches and community groups such as the YMCA and YWCA.  The YMCA, 

for example, welcomed immigrants at railroad stations and ports of entry, helping them to 
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secure housing.  Classes convened in unlikely places, such as saloons and barbershops, as 

well as at more usual sites like the public library (Crawford).  The library was an 

important site for self-education, offering foreign-language books, meeting space for 

clubs and classes, and public lecture series.  Another site for informal education was the 

settlement house, which offered a range of services to the community.  These services 

included first aid, social clubs, athletics, English classes (and many other kinds of 

classes), reading groups, and public lectures.  The settlement house, with its wide range 

of activities for young and old alike, offered a flexible, dynamic model that focused on 

the immediate needs of the community (Addams; Kett).  

Progressive Education Emerges

In his book, The Transformation of the School, Lawrence Cremin explains that in 

1892 journalist Joseph Mayer Rice did an extensive study of American education, 

visiting schools, talking with teachers and administrators, and studying pedagogical 

methods.  The results of his study were not encouraging.  He found that in urban schools 

some teachers led classes of over sixty students.  Many of them, untrained and 

unqualified, resorted to requiring rote memorization and repetition.  Along with the 

writings of John Dewey and other important figures of the day, the Rice articles sparked 

major change in American education and led to the birth of the Progressive Education 

movement.  Lawrence Cremin explains that educational progressivism, which emerged 

around the turn of the nineteenth century, was marked by a few trends.  First, it 

broadened the work of schools to address students’ overall health and well-being, their 
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vocational goals, and their familial and civic lives.  Second, it advocated the use of 

scientific principles to improve education.  It attempted to change institutions to suit the 

needs of new and diverse groups of students.  Finally, progressive education was an 

attempt at democratizing education: public schools would be available—and relevant—to 

all students who wanted to attend (viii-ix).  Progressive education thus attempted to 

educate the “whole” student (28).  

What we call “progressivism” in education is not one monolithic movement, as 

both Cremin and composition scholar Chris Gallagher acknowledge.  Moreover, the term 

progressive may be misleading because, as Gallagher establishes, turn-of-the-century 

educators were not necessarily progressive in the contemporary sense of the word.  

According to Gallagher (who draws on the work of Lawrence Cremin), educational 

progressivism was really “two distinct movements” (11).  The first group, pedagogical 

progressives, “sought to put the schools in service of democracy and social justice” (12).  

For these educators, “a great deal of attention was paid to how teaching and learning were 

enacted in classrooms and communities” (12).  The second group, termed administrative 

progressives, “sought to put schools in the service of industrialization and urbanization” 

(12).  In this view progressive education was above all a movement toward increased 

efficiency and a more scientific approach to classroom management.  I build on 

Gallagher’s claim about the dualism of progressive education by arguing that the group 

he calls administrative progressives tended to embrace a cultural assimilation approach to 

teaching the immigrant.  A goal of cultural assimilation follows logically from the belief 

in efficiency and the desire to prepare students for the industrial workplace.  On the other 
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hand, pedagogical progressives tended to be more accepting of cultural pluralism.  The 

English Journal accounts, for example, suggest that some educators believed that 

multicultural approaches would help immigrant students to connect school learning with 

lived experiences, encourage native-born Americans to develop a better understanding of 

other cultures, and create a more democratic society for all.  In order to avoid the 

confusion of using four terms to describe two groups of educators, hereafter I will refer to 

the former group as assimilationists and the latter as pluralists.5  My goal is not simply to 

identify assimilationist and pluralist educators or to delineate their pedagogical 

differences.  Indeed, it is important to note that these groups are not distinct camps, and 

educators did not necessarily fall neatly into one or the other.  Instead, assimilation and 

cultural pluralism were competing tendencies that resulted from a complex social and 

cultural context.

Framework for a Rhetorical Analysis of Literacy

At the heart of the tension between two kinds of progressivism are two competing 

images of the immigrant student.  In the body of the dissertation, I return to a discussion 

of these images, found in a wide range of texts: the mass media, textbooks, teachers’ 

manuals, Progressive-Era books about education and immigration, conference 

proceedings, and educational journals, particularly the English Journal.  The Journal

provided a forum for secondary school teachers, college instructors, administrators, and 

technical/evening school teachers to speak to one another about their work.  Although 

one could argue that these materials represent educators talking to one another, not to the 
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public, I consider them part of a public dialogue about education because these 

professional forums provide practically the only opportunity for teachers to talk about 

their work in a public way (except for the occasional editorial or letter to the newspaper).  

Although I use journals and textbooks to get at educators’ perspectives, it is important to 

note that they do not provide a monolithic account of teachers’ beliefs and attitudes—and 

in fact, they are not always authored by teachers.  English textbooks, for instance, tended 

to be written by administrators or experts (such as college professors).  When used as 

evidence by educational historians, textbooks may have a limited value because, as 

Robert Connors points out, they “tell only a partial story” about the teaching of English 

(69).  Nonetheless, he insists, they are valuable artifacts “because of the dialogic relation 

between textbooks and teacher training [ . . . ].  Textbooks [ . . . ] have both created and 

responded to the preferences of teachers striving to meet the charges placed on them” 

(70).  

This study uses rhetorical analysis as a means to understand the texts in 

relationship to one another.  Rhetoric provides a rich framework for analyzing the public 

debate about literacy because of its emphasis on civic participation and the relationships 

between speaker and audience.  Rhetoric is essential to civic life as it is the means by 

which political and ethical issues are confronted and negotiated.  As Thomas P. Miller 

defines it, “rhetoric is the art of celebrating public values, resolving legal conflicts, and 

deliberating over political policies and actions” (6-7).  Simply put, rhetoric is the art of 

persuading the public (Miller 7).  For Progressive-Era educators, rhetoric provided a 

means for garnering public support by placing the drive to teach literacy in the context of 
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larger national and political debates.  Educators were most persuasive when they wrote 

their work into existing narratives about the American cultural experience.  My 

methodology for studying the popular media accounts and educators’ texts involves two 

layers of analysis.  I will devote a portion of each chapter to a discussion of the context of 

the texts.  In her book Traces of a Stream, Jacqueline Jones Royster defines context as the 

macro-level at which writers engage with the political, social, and rhetorical situation of 

texts.  Take, for instance, the case of the Americanization textbook that begins with the 

statement: “The World War has brought home to us now, as never before, the need for 

effectively Americanizing the millions of non-English speaking residents of the United 

States [ . . . ]” (Goldberger, English for Coming Citizens v).  By drawing on the political 

situation and the war, the author makes the purpose much larger than simply the teaching 

of English; education becomes a matter of national security. 

To analyze the texts themselves, I draw on Ernest Bormann’s work, focusing on 

two aspects of written discourse: (1) the use of fantasy-themes to write immigrants into 

the narrative of American history; and (2) the attempt to create symbolic convergence

with the audience (Bormann).  Progressive-Era texts used recurring themes and 

metaphors to create shared visions of a national and cultural identity that included (or 

excluded) the newcomers.  According to Ernest Bormann, such visions, which he calls 

fantasy-themes, serve as the logical foundation for arguments.  Fantasy themes are 

realized through narrative devices such as characterizations, settings, actions and 

plotlines, and through literary techniques such as wordplay, allusion, or allegory.  These 

devices serve the purpose of creating social identities and establishing the boundaries of 
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social groups.  For instance, by invoking definitions of Americanism that excluded 

cultural differences, assimilationists emphasized the “otherness” of the foreign-born.  The 

fantasy-theme works to establish symbolic convergence, which Bormann defines as “the 

sharing of group fantasies which [bring] about symbolic convergence for the 

participants” (4).  Fantasy, as Bormann uses it, is a technical term.  It does not refer to 

something fanciful or imaginary but rather to “the creative and imaginative interpretation 

of events that fulfills a psychological or rhetorical need” (5).  When a group of people 

shares a fantasy-theme, there is no need for rhetors to repeat background information.  

Instead, they can draw on a symbol that has a convergent meaning for the audience, and 

this symbol will evoke the shared interpretation of an event (13).

Bormann’s work has provided a particularly useful lens for this project because of 

his focus on the particular characteristics of American nationalistic rhetoric and the 

merging of the sacred and secular in the late nineteenth-century rhetorical tradition.  As 

Bormann points out, American civic discourse is marked by certain recurring themes.  

Groups or individuals who can lay claim to our national rhetorical visions can gain the 

upper hand in civic debates.  Seminal American fantasies include the vision of restoration 

to an earlier, more pure era; the Pauline conversion fantasy; the fantasy types of the 

pilgrims or Christian soldiers; and the drama of the quest or the “new birth.”  Bormann 

points out that as sacred rhetorical traditions gave way to secular forms in the late 

nineteenth century, those secular forms retained traces of the earlier evangelical modes of 

discourse.  In fact we will see in later chapters that the rhetorical practices of English 

educators and immigrant learners often echoed the tropes of religious rhetoric.  The 
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fantasy of conversion, for instance, marked many narratives of immigrants’ literacy 

acquisition.

In the last body chapter of the dissertation, I draw on learners’ literacy narratives 

for evidence of immigrants’ perspectives on Americanization.  Literacy narratives are 

individual accounts of language acquisition.  Reading such narratives can help us to 

understand the meanings and uses that learners ascribe to literacy, and it can also shed 

light on the conflicts between literacy learners and their sponsors.  In their essay on 

literacy narratives in literature, Janet Eldred and Peter Mortensen point out that these 

texts can shed light on several areas of inquiry, and I will focus on two of those key 

issues.  The first issue is to what extent learners bought into the literacy myth, that “easy 

and unfounded assumption that better literacy leads to economic development, cultural 

progress, and individual improvement” (Eldred and Mortensen 512).  If learners did not 

buy into the literacy myth, the question becomes: what is it that they expected and desired 

from their education in English?  The second issue that their narratives will illuminate is 

the question of how language acquisition worked to socialize learners into the norms and 

values of the dominant culture.  In fact, as we will see in later chapters, learners both 

embraced and resisted the identities that their literacy sponsors constructed for them.  

Dissertation Overview

The body of the dissertation begins with an examination of the popular rhetoric of 

literacy and then moves to an investigation of educators’ discourse and an analysis of the 

influence of this discourse on program design and classroom practice.  Chapter Two 
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investigates popular media coverage of immigrant literacy, focusing particularly on the 

New York Times reporting of the 1917 literacy legislation.  Out of the debate, several 

characterizations of the immigrant emerged.  Those who advocated immigration 

restriction often depicted them in ways that emphasized their “otherness.”  However, 

proponents of a more inclusive society tended to use metaphors that emphasized the 

immigrants’ essential American-ness and similarities to native-born citizens.  The debate 

revealed Americans’ conflicted assumptions about multiculturalism, linguistic diversity, 

and nationality.  Many Americans feared that linguistic and cultural plurality would result 

in social fragmentation and believed that literate immigrants would assimilate more 

easily than illiterates.  Literacy was popularly associated with good citizenship and moral 

character while illiteracy was feared to cause crime and political chaos.  

Chapter Three examines how popular beliefs about the immigrant shaped program 

design and textbook content as Americanization efforts became formalized.  At the level 

of program formation, the assimilation model dominated most curricula.  As the 

Americanization movement emerged in the 1910s, program goals were shaped by the 

push to legislate immigrants’ literacy, the need for unskilled factory workers, fears of 

political radicalism and labor agitation, and the onset of international conflict as World 

War I approached.  Textbook authors often used images of the immigrant as “other” or 

“alien,” evoking the public’s fear of foreigners in order to shore up support for their 

work.  Mainstream programs taught literacy as “good conduct,” using a rhetorical fantasy 

of civic conversion to persuade immigrants to adopt middle-class values and beliefs.  
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Chapter Four examines alternative rhetorics of Americanization marked by 

resistance to the theme of conversion and efforts to create more democratic, community-

based models of literacy learning.  The chapter looks at a range of rhetors including 

immigrant writers, settlement house workers, and labor educators.  Although these three 

groups were quite diverse, they shared an understanding of the popular rhetoric about the 

immigrant and a desire to participate in the public debate by creating new rhetorical 

frameworks for understanding immigrants’ literacy needs and practices.  While some 

critics of Americanization shared the vision of literacy acquisition as a civic conversion, 

they recognized that this conversion was a complex process fraught with difficulties for 

immigrant learners, who faced enormous pressure to abandon their home languages and 

cultures.  Alternative educators and immigrant writers looked to English education as a 

means to create a more democratic, multicultural society.  

The dissertation’s conclusion examines how historical forces have shaped the 

work of community writing instruction today.  Although the materials and sites I focus on 

date back a hundred years, the conflicts surrounding the teaching of literacy to non-native 

speakers have certainly not gone away.  Today we see echoes of the turn-of-the-century 

literacy crisis in the debates over Ebonics, English-Only, bilingual education, and 

multiculturalism, to name a few issues.  These debates suggest that attitudes about 

assimilation and the teaching of English may not have changed much in the last century.  

The conclusion will also look at applications of community-based studies of literacy in 

the college composition class.  When large numbers of minority students do not learn 

English or are perceived to be unprepared for the workplace, writing teachers are often 
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held accountable.  While professional organizations such as NCTE and CCCC have taken 

strong stands in defense of students’ right to their own languages, teachers in a variety of 

sites still struggle with the competing desires to prepare students to write in standard 

academic English while respecting their linguistic and cultural diversity.  

This project points to the need for composition scholars to continue to look 

outside of higher education to examine the community sites in which linguistic and 

cultural minority students have often come together to learn literacy.  In her article, 

“Work, Class, and Categories: Dilemmas of Identity,” Shirley Brice Heath argues that 

teachers of composition risk becoming obsolete if we do not attend to the relationships 

between writers and their communities.  We must forge relationships with other 

institutions in order to “[respond] to personal, spiritual, and civic needs, as well as 

business changes, to develop opportunities and add courses or build programs to meet 

these needs” (231).  Increasingly, Heath argues, student writers will seek out our courses 

not just to acquire discrete skills that they will use at the academy, but rather, to meet 

their vocational, personal, civic, and academic goals. Researchers in rhetoric-composition 

need to continue exploring community settings for literacy learning in order to build 

stronger cross-institutional ties that will better serve students’ civic, vocational, personal, 

and academic needs. 

In Activist Rhetorics and Higher Education, Susan Kates reminds us that current 

debates about multiculturalism and the relationships between language and cultural 

identity have complex historical precedents.  Her study (among others) reveals that 

multicultural pedagogies have a rich history that extends far beyond the so-called “social 
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turn” in composition that occurred in the 1980s.  As Chris Gallagher puts it, composition 

and literacy instruction in the early twentieth century was “not simply the intellectual 

backwater that some of our historians have claimed” (21).  Kates adds that “we will not 

have an accurate portrait of rhetorical instruction in America, nor will we implement the 

tenets of multiculturalism and critical pedagogy effectively until we better understand 

how diverse groups of Americans studied rhetoric in other times” (xii).  My goal is to 

contribute to that evolving understanding of how diverse groups of Americans have come 

together to learn literacy.
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CHAPTER TWO
“GOLD-BEARING TREES:” THE IMMIGRANT, PUBLIC, AND THE RHETORIC 

OF LITERACY

On June 17, 1900, an article appeared in the New York Times titled, “What the 

Immigrants Bring: Many of the Newcomers Seem to Prize Only Useless Things.”  The 

author describes the immigrants emerging from New York’s Barge Office after being 

admitted to the country.  The newcomers, with their meager baggage, are depicted as 

pitiful, almost ludicrous.  They carry “useless” items such as kittens, pet rats, tin cups, 

and paper novels while neglecting to bring clothes or household goods.  Some have 

almost no baggage at all while others are careless with valuables, “leaving a big bundle of 

clothes lying on the sidewalk, apparently regardless of its safety.”  The author suggests 

that if the immigrants are ill prepared, it may be because they “expect the gold-bearing 

trees of America to bring forth cash enough for every want.”  The article was published at 

the end of a decade-long economic depression that began with the financial crisis of 

1893.  It highlights two aspects of Progressive-Era public sentiment toward the 

immigrants.  First, the public, represented here by the mass media, was anxious about the 

influx of new Americans.  Second, the source of the anxiety was often economic.  With 

its sarcastic reference to the “gold-bearing” trees of America, the article reflects the fear 

that immigrants came to the US to exploit its resources without assimilating or becoming 

productive citizens.  By 1900 the so-called “new immigrants” were arriving in larger 

numbers than ever before from southern and eastern Europe.  To the native-born 

Americans, the newcomers’ differences were inexplicable.  While the New York Times

article says that it is “amusing” to observe them, the underlying tone is one of resentment.
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This chapter looks at the relationships among the social context of the new 

immigration, popular representations of the newcomers, and beliefs about their language 

practices.  It provides some historical context for the rest of the study, particularly in 

terms of the social factors that led to an immigration backlash and eventually to 

Congressional efforts to limit immigration.  As the Times article suggests, for many 

Americans the teeming masses arriving at the turn-of-the-century represented an ominous 

flood, and the mainstream media played an important role in shaping this perception.  I 

will study some popular representations of immigrants, using Ernest Bormann’s fantasy-

theme theory to examine how journalists and social critics fashioned identities for the 

newcomers in order to establish their place in a changing society.  As representations of 

immigrants began to zero in on their language practices, language uses became markers 

that distinguished “real” Americans from interlopers (or insiders from outsiders). The 

public looked to literacy tests and English education as tools to weed out undesirable 

newcomers and assimilate those who were already here.  In 1917 Congress severely 

restricted new immigration, requiring a literacy test for new arrivals.  The last section of 

this chapter focuses on the debate over the 1917 legislation as a case study in the rhetoric 

of literacy.

Social and Economic Unrest at the Turn of the Century

The new immigrants of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries came 

during a time of massive change that included industrialization, urbanization, economic 

anxiety, and political turmoil.  Howard Zinn notes that in the years between the Civil War 
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and the turn of the century, technological innovations led to rapid industrial growth.  

These innovations included the invention of steam and electric power, the development 

of the steel industry, and the growth of the railroad system across the United States.  

Many immigrants, peasants or farmers in their home countries, went to work in the 

mines, on the railroads, and later, on the nation’s highways.  The work was both 

temporary and exploitive, and construction camp life was difficult.  Some foreigners were 

brought over by padrones, who would pay for the workers’ passage and then control their 

work as if they were slaves.  Many immigrants found work in the nation’s industrial 

sector, in factories or sweatshops.  Before the Industrial Revolution, factory work had 

been a relatively high-status occupation, according to historian Oscar Handlin.  Skilled 

artisans produced most consumer goods, passing their craft down through the 

generations, and middle-class women held manufacturing jobs for a few years before 

marriage.  By the 1840s and 1850s, however, the manufacturing industry was growing 

exponentially, and new technologies allowed for the mass production of goods through 

mechanized means.  The growing number of factory jobs created a demand for unskilled, 

flexible laborers, and factory work became the domain of immigrants and the working 

poor. 

As the number of factory jobs in the cities grew, so did the urban population.  In 

the decades between the Civil War and World War I, the population of New York 

swelled from just under one million to about four million in 1914.  Chicago grew from a 

town of 110,000 to a metropolis of two million, and the population of Philadelphia 

tripled, from 650,000 to 1 ½ million (Zinn 254).  At the beginning of the nineteenth 
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century, less than a million Americans had lived in all of its cities combined.  By mid-

century, eleven million did (Zinn 218).  The urban population surge was largely an 

immigrant one.  The census of 1910 revealed that in New York, Chicago, Detroit, 

Cleveland, and Boston, first- and second- generation immigrants made up as much as 

seventy-five percent of the population (Kraut 77).  Population growth led to urban 

crowding, which was so severe that a movement gained momentum to donate acres for 

immigrants to move to the countryside and work the land.  Notable public figures, 

including Andrew Carnegie and John Jacob Astor, contributed to the cause (“Gives Acres 

for Immigrants”).  But, as the 1911 Immigration Commission reported, the movement to 

entice immigrants to rural areas was largely unsuccessful.

Urbanization brought a shortage of adequate housing.  Immigrants crowded into 

isolated pockets of the city, seeking communities where they could speak their own 

languages and carry on old-world traditions.  Residents of these ethnic ghettoes lived in 

ramshackle tenement houses.  In his 1890 study, Jacob Riis reported that there were 

37,000 such dwellings with over 1,200,000 inhabitants in New York City.  Three-fourths 

of all New Yorkers lived in them.  Large families would share a few small rooms, and in 

a typical apartment, “six or even more people [slept] in one small room, sometimes 

without light or direct access by window or door to the open air” (United States 

Immigration Commission 1: 36).  Many families took in borders who slept on the living 

room floor, supplementing the household income with a meager rent of a few cents a 

night.  Sanitation was poor, and although a fear of cholera and other contagious diseases 



38

brought sporadic attempts at regulating the tenements from the 1860s on, legislation was 

not successful at bringing about change until well after the publication of Riis’ book. 

Most immigrants not only lived in crowded, unsafe conditions but also worked in 

them.  Riis reported on the miserable conditions of urban textile workers who contracted 

with the so-called “sweaters” to sew clothing at makeshift factories in the rear of the 

tenement houses.  By setting up shop in residential buildings, sweatshop owners could 

avoid regulations intended to protect workers.  In these factories: 

There [was] no such thing as a dinner hour; men and women [ate] while 

they [worked], and the ‘day’ [was] lengthened at both ends far into the 

night.  Factory hands [took] their work with them at the close of the lawful 

day to eke out their scanty earnings by working overtime at home.  (Riis 

95)   

Most sweatshops employed young children, and new mothers brought tiny infants along 

for lack of anyone to care for them.  Life in the sweatshops and factories was not only 

poorly paying and brutally hard, but often downright dangerous.  In 1906 Upton 

Sinclair’s The Jungle (first published in serial form in the Socialist newspaper Appeal to 

Reason) shocked the public with details about conditions in the nation’s sweatshops, 

slaughterhouses, and factories.  The main character, Jurgis, a Lithuanian immigrant, 

works in a meatpacking plant where “all the men of the same rank [are] pitted against 

each other; the accounts of each [are] kept separately, and every man [lives] in terror of 

losing his job, if another [makes] a better record than he” (59).  When Jurgis is injured, he 

is no longer able to work, and his family nearly starves to death.  Although a novel, 
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Sinclair’s book was painstakingly researched.1  Non-fiction accounts support Sinclair’s 

depiction of working-class life.  Oscar Handlin notes that most factory employees worked 

seven days a week for more than ten hours at pitifully low wages, and their work was 

often temporary in nature because factory owners employed them by the day or the week.  

Unemployment was always a problem, made worse by child labor.  

Urban crowding and competition for jobs contributed to a general sense of anxiety 

about immigration.  Historians Howard Zinn and Page Smith note that foreign workers 

were willing to accept salaries so low that Americans could not compete.  Smith points 

out that in an age where the average yearly wage was about $745, many immigrants 

worked for as little as $400 to $480 per year. On the West Coast, Asian laborers were 

brought in by the railroads and other companies in need of construction workers.  By 

1880 Chinese immigrants made up one-tenth of California’s population but one-fourth of 

its labor force.  Zinn notes that foreign workers were commonly used as strikebreakers 

because “[They] were more controllable, more helpless than native workers; they were 

culturally displaced, at odds with one another, and therefore useful” (267).  Ultimately, 

anxiety over immigration and conflict between native-born and foreign-born Americans 

benefited industries because it frustrated attempts to unite workers and unionize them.  

Economic competition fueled xenophobia and prejudice in the United States as 

Americans of different ethnic groups vied for jobs.

While anxiety over immigration may have been caused primarily by economic 

turmoil and competition for jobs, it was exacerbated by social and political changes that 

unfolded in the early 1900s, specifically the growth of the socialist movement in the US 
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and the dawn of global conflict in the 1910s.  While some foreigners were willing to 

work for low wages in exploitive situations, others were drawn to the labor movement.  

Some brought socialism with them when they emigrated from Europe, as Fred Schied 

notes in his history of adult education in Chicago.  The American Socialist Party was 

founded in 1901, and the IWW, the Industrial Workers of the World (the so-called 

“Wobblies”) formed soon after in 1905.  The workers’ movement reached its zenith in 

the US in the years between 1912 and 1914 when almost one million Americans voted 

for a socialist presidential candidate, Eugene Debs.  A number of socialists were elected 

to state legislatures, and in the South alone there were fifty-five socialist newspapers.  

Due to the sheer numbers of foreign-born among the American working-class, the 

workers’ movement was in large part an immigrant movement.  As immigrants became 

involved in leftist politics and labor movements, conservative, middle- and upper-class 

Americans became increasingly fearful of radicalism and social unrest, associating the 

ethnic press and immigrant organizations with radicalism.  In her account of her work at 

Hull House, for instance, Jane Addams reports that many Chicagoans were suspicious of 

the settlement community and accused them of promoting socialism.  Public anxiety over 

immigration was also fueled by the onset of global conflict in the 1910s.  Roger Daniels 

points out that the outbreak of World War I created a “heightened sense of American 

nationalism” which was “clearly anti-foreign,” creating a “national atmosphere which 

tended to equate ‘hyphenated American-ism’ with disloyalty and subversion” (278).

As public anxiety grew, so did the desire to limit the numbers of newcomers.  The 

movement gained steam as early as the mid-1800s, when nativist groups began calling for
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reductions in the numbers of immigrants, particularly on the West Coast.  In response to 

the perceived problem, Congress passed legislation in the 1870s banning more Chinese 

from coming.  President Hayes vetoed the legislation, but by 1882, there was enough 

momentum to pass the Chinese Exclusion Act, which prevented unskilled Chinese 

workers from coming to the US for a period of ten years.  Chinese of the non-laboring 

class could enter the country but could not become citizens.  That same year, Congress 

enacted other restrictions, banning criminals, the mentally insane, or anyone likely to 

become a public charge. Over the next twenty-five years, legislators continued to exclude

undesirables, banning contract laborers, polygamists, paupers, and persons with 

contagious diseases.  They also attempted to bar illiterates from entering, a movement 

that gained steam in the early 1890s when the Immigration Restriction League began to 

lobby for a literacy test for newcomers.  

Representing the Immigrant

By the early 1900s, immigration was a hotly debated topic in the mass media and 

a frequent subject of magazines articles and books.  In 1908 Israel Zangwill’s play, The 

Melting Pot, created a controversy with its depiction of a Jewish immigrant from Russia 

who assimilates and eventually intermarries.  The melting pot metaphor was criticized by 

both immigrants who objected to the call for assimilation and restrictionists who held that 

successful integration would never happen.  In 1926 Henry Fairchild’s book, The Melting 

Pot Mistake, used the pseudo-science of craniology to attack the metaphor, arguing that 

immigrants could never be successfully assimilated because they were racially inferior. 
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While Fairchild’s book is notable as evidence of the xenophobic tone that marked much 

of the era’s debate about immigration, other writers offered more nuanced, even pro-

immigration accounts that traced the social, historical, and economic roots of the influx 

of new workers into the US and offered suggestions for the successful integration of 

immigrants into a changing society (Davis; Bogardus; Jenks and Lauck).  

Journalists, educational experts, sociologists, and cultural critics all weighed in on 

the topic of immigration, and while their perspectives varied, they shared a common 

preoccupation with establishing the immigrants’ place in the larger society.  The debate 

about the newcomers was dominated by the implicit (and sometimes explicit) question, 

“Are they or are they not American?”   In answer to this question, rhetors drew on their 

definitions of what it means to be American and their shared sense of America’s history 

and role in the world.  These assumptions were marked by recurring fantasy themes, 

which I will examine in more detail below.  Regardless of the actual content of those 

themes, they all functioned by establishing a national identity, one that could alternately 

exclude or include the new immigrants, depending on its nature.  Ernest Bormann points 

out that dramatizations of fantasy themes serve the purpose of establishing group 

identities: 

People create a common consciousness by becoming aware that they are 

involved in an identifiable group and that their group differs in some 

important respects from other groups [ . . . ]. Dealing with their identity 

often gets the group to share fantasies about the boundaries of their 

movement.  Who are the outsiders?  [ . . . ]  Fantasies that clearly divide 
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the sympathetic, good people (we) from the unsympathetic or evil people 

(they) aid the group’s self-awareness and are crucial to the emergence of 

its consciousness” [ . . . ]. (12) 

A glance at some of the books on immigration published in the early 1900s reveals that 

each writer attempted in one way or another to fashion identities for native-born and 

hyphenated Americans in relation to each other.  Writers like Riis and Fairchild, for 

example, emphasized the “otherness” of the immigrants by focusing on the appalling 

conditions of the immigrant ghettos and the ethnic differences between foreigners and 

native-born Americans.

As they attempt to distinguish between insiders and outsiders, Bormann explains, 

social groups often develop typical characters, or personae, who symbolize those groups.  

The character that came to most strongly represent the immigrants’ “otherness” in turn-

of-the-century discourse was the figure of the stranger at the gate, an ominous invader 

who threatens the well-being of those on the inside.  In the case of the New York Times

article that opens this chapter, the image of the stranger at the gates reinforces the 

perception of innate differences between native-born and immigrant Americans.  The 

article focuses on New York City’s Barge Office, a literal gate for those hoping to enter 

the country.  At first glance, the ignorance of the newcomers who don’t know what to 

bring with them may seem innocuous or amusing.  However, a closer look reveals that 

immigrants who expect “gold-bearing trees” in America are a threat to the economy and 

way of life; presumably, they are not prepared to work hard or contribute to the economy.  

As such, they threaten to exploit the resources of the country, and for this reason their 
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“otherness” is no longer amusing; it is downright dangerous.  Moreover, the article 

reminds us of the large numbers of immigrants, increasing the sense of fear.  By focusing 

on the immigrants’ “otherness” and suggesting the possible threat to native-born 

Americans, the article uses the trope of the ominous stranger without ever using the 

phrase itself.  The “otherness” of the new immigrants often dominated discussions of 

them.  These discussions were marked by the desire to label the new immigrants as us or 

them and to identify their place in American society in relation to those who had come 

before them.  

The characterization of the immigrant as “interloper” was a reflection of turn-of-

the-century class conflict and competition for jobs, wealth, and resources.  If the 

immigrants were interlopers, it was primarily because they were blamed for taking 

resources, including jobs, away from Americans.  That character of the ominous stranger 

and economic interloper appears in Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s 1923 article, “Is America 

Too Hospitable?”  Although well known as an early feminist writer, Gilman was openly 

xenophobic in her opposition to immigration.  She describes new immigrants as the 

“strangers within our gates” who “sneeringly” admit: “It is not your nation we admire—

far from it!  It is your great rich country we want to get into” (1983).  Like the author of 

the 1900 New York Times article, Gilman fears that the new immigrants have come to 

exploit the nation’s resources.  She calls them “Un-Americans” and by way of 

comparison acquaints the reader with the qualities that “true” Americans possess.  The 

unique American character, Gilman writes, is one of “flexible progressiveness, an 

inventive ingenuity, a patience and broad kindliness of disposition” (1988).  By 
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associating “inventive ingenuity” with American-ness, Gilman associates “Americanism” 

with entrepreneurship and upward mobility. 

Restrictionist writers like Gilman often based their arguments on a belief in the 

racial superiority of Americans of western and northern European descent.  In order to 

assert this belief, they invoked the “drama of purification,” a fantasy theme common to 

American nationalistic rhetoric, as Bormann notes in the Force of Fantasy.  This theme, 

which has its roots in religious rhetoric, is a “form of mythic proportions in the oral 

traditions of America” (Bormann 2).2   A drama of purification calls to mind an earlier, 

idealized stage (of a nation or a people, for instance) and argues for a return to that “pure” 

ideal.  For Americans, that “pure ideal” is often represented in the personae of the 

Founding Fathers.  Gilman draws on this ideal when she refers to “the noble spirit of our 

founders” whose one fault was “ignorance of sociology [ . . . ].  They honestly believed 

that one kind of man was as good as another if he had the same opportunity” (1983).  For 

those (like Gilman) who believed that “true” Americans were naturally superior to the 

foreign-born, the logical conclusion was that economic inequality is not only inevitable, 

but fair.  Gilman fears that if members of different nationalities were to intermarry, the 

result would be an “impure” stock of future citizens.  For this reason she rejects the 

melting pot when she asks, "Why did we ever so stupidly accept that metaphor?  A 

melting pot is a crucible [ . . . ]. If you put into a melting pot promiscuous shovelfuls of 

anything that comes in handy you do not get out of it anything of value, and you may 

break the pot” (1985).  The American people, as Gilman sees it, are those of English and 

Scandinavian (northern European) ancestry.  Like many of her contemporaries, Gilman 
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conflates race, ethnicity, and nationality, treating racial distinctions as fixed categories.  

While the theme of purification served as a “logical” basis for racial segregation, it was 

also useful as an argument for upholding class divisions in turn-of-the-century America.

In contrast to Gilman’s diatribe against the “un-Americans,” some writers rejected 

the inevitability of racial and economic inequality, seeking to construct a national identity 

that would include the new immigrants.  Almost twenty years prior to Gilman’s essay, 

Kate Holladay Claghorn, in the Atlantic Monthly, argued for a more inclusive society 

that could reap the benefits of new immigration. Claghorn shows an awareness of the 

political and economic contexts that have created the problems associated with 

immigration.  She cites the long-held prejudices against the “wretched” Irish and argues 

that if the Irish of days past were “barbarous,” they were also victims of a fierce famine 

who, after an adjustment period in their new land, have become productive, peaceful 

citizens: “The greater part of  [the Irish immigrants] in a very short time became absorbed 

in the labor force of the country, accomplished a work developing its resources of a 

magnitude hard to realize, and prospered in so doing” (538).  She reminds us that it is 

human nature to fear the unfamiliar and that throughout history there has always been a 

backlash against the “newest of the new” immigrants.  Rather than being discouraged by 

this, Claghorn sees it as a hopeful sign: 

[The fact] that we think the later comers inferior in quality to their 

predecessors may be because they are inferior.  But it may be because a 

gradual change to a better opinion of the earlier comers has been going on 

within us unobserved, due partly to familiarity with them and their special 
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traits, partly to an actual improvement on their part which has made us 

forget what they once were. (536)

Like Gilman, Claghorn draws on distinctly American themes as the grounds for her 

argument.  However, rather than emphasizing a need to return to some former, idealized 

national state,  she argues that change and migration are part of the American narrative 

and writes the new immigrant into it.  The fantasy-theme that Claghorn uses is the 

settlement of the frontier, a narrative that encompasses both the story of the pilgrims at 

Plymouth Rock and the settling of the American West by nineteenth-century pioneers.  

Claghorn writes:

 It may seem a little strange to call our great cities, with their crowds of 

people, their masses of buildings, their various paraphernalia of a modern 

civilization, in any sense a frontier.  But such they are [ . . . ]. The 

movement across the sea to us is headed by the same class that led our 

own march across the plains.  (540) 

Claghorn goes on to say that the immigrants, upon arriving in their new home, often feel 

“just like the frontiersman” (540).  By explicitly connecting the immigrant to the 

frontiersman (or woman), Gilman writes the immigrants into the nation’s history and 

endows them with positive, distinctly American attributes.  The national mythology 

celebrated the frontier settlers for their bravery, innovation, and strength in conquering 

the wilderness.  Therefore, if the immigrants were frontiersmen, they were also brave and 

strong.  Through syllogistic logic, Claghorn’s immigrant persona embodies these 

qualities and becomes a cultural insider.
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Claghorn even uses the theme of the frontier settlement to address the negative 

aspects of new immigration, responding to many of the criticisms, including the belief

that immigrants were unlawful or unruly.  The narrative of the frontier settlement is also a 

narrative of unruliness, a story of the Wild West.  Claghorn claims that

To the immigrant, then, our people, with their thoughts and ideas, their 

social and governmental schemes are, at first, of as little pertinence as the 

thoughts and institutions of the Indian or the buffalo are to the cowboy.  

So it is not surprising to see in him some characteristics of the cowboy—

the brawling, swearing, and drunkenness, the violence and profligacy that 

naturally arises when a male population is herded together, and all of those 

outbursts that keep police magistrates busy and swell the records of crime. 

(540)

According to Claghorn’s logic, if the immigrants are unruly or dangerous, it is not 

because they are inherently violent.  Nor does their rowdy behavior mark them as 

outsiders.  Rather, it is their insider status as latter-day cowboys that explains their 

unruliness.  The immigrants were also blamed for contributing to political corruption, yet 

as Claghorn points out, corruption has always been an aspect of the American system: 

“The most American periods of our history—the colonial, the Revolutionary, the period 

of Western expansion—are the periods of the worst financial vagaries; and the most 

American parts of our country are to-day those most tainted with financial heresy” (544).  

In other words, Claghorn argues that the new immigrants have not caused political 

corruption or financial fraud; they have been caught up in systems that existed long 
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before they came.  While Charlotte Perkins Gilman asserts that the new immigrants are 

not Americans and can never be assimilated, Claghorn suggests that there is no need to 

assimilate the new immigrants because they are already American.  

When people share fantasies about their identity, they pose the question: “Who 

are we?”  In the process of answering this question, they often share fantasies that depict 

themselves as better than outsiders (Bormann 12).  Competing characterizations and 

fantasy themes for the newcomers served as the foundations for conflicting political 

positions on immigration, economic competition, and American identity.  Those who 

advocated restriction and argued for the literacy test largely echoed the sentiments of 

Gilman’s essay, concluding that America was, indeed, “too hospitable.”  Those who 

sought alternate policies on immigration and who argued for a more progressive stance 

tended to frame their arguments around different fantasy themes and alternate images of 

the immigrant (such as the new pioneer that Claghorn describes).  These images are not 

incidental to discussions of immigration but central to them because the themes and 

characterizations, especially those themes tied to American history and icons, form the 

logical grounds for the immigration debate.  When writers effectively use fantasy themes, 

as Claghorn does in “Our Immigrants, Ourselves,” these themes and their narrative 

elements serve as abbreviated syllogisms that eliminate the need for more drawn-out 

arguments.  If audiences agree on the meanings of narratives such as the frontier 

settlement and recognize characters like the pilgrim or pioneer, then readers and writers 

have achieved symbolic convergence and can reach common ground (Bormann). 
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As the popular media began to fixate on the question of whether or not 

immigrants were true Americans, rhetors scrutinized the newcomers’ language practices 

for evidence.  English literacy and mastery of the language became signs of successful 

assimilation.  The most pervasive evidence for the perception of the immigrants as 

interlopers was their perceived lack of English skills.  For instance, Ella Thorngate

laments in the English Journal that “Even in our own city, Omaha, they say there are 

5,000 people who cannot read or write English, and English is the language of the United 

States of America!  One has said, ‘To think in English is to think in American.  How can 

a man think in terms of a country whose language he does not read, write or speak?’” 

(125).  Recognizing that cultural assimilation and language acquisition are closely 

connected, Thorngate laments the lack of English skills among immigrants and suggests 

that the consequence of the problem may be cultural fragmentation as new immigrants 

refuse to “think in American.”3

On the other hand, progressive-minded writers like Claghorn used the 

immigrants’ knowledge of English as proof that they were becoming Americanized.  

Claghorn argues that immigrant children in particular are very quick to overcome the 

language barrier, over which the “children leap so rapidly that it practically ceases to 

exist.  Almost before one can realize it they are speaking the tongue of their adopted 

country [ . . . ] and boldly disclaim acquaintance with any other” (541).  Claghorn cites 

the example of a schoolteacher who asked her students how many speak English at home.  

Not only were all the students quick to say that they did, but most of them were unwilling 

to admit that they still spoke their native languages at all.  For Claghorn, the incident 
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proves that “in these children the sense of American nationality springs up with 

astonishing rapidity.  They are ‘Americans’ in their own estimation, and nothing else [ . . 

. ] and are firm in their determination to uphold ‘our flag’” (541).  According to 

Claghorn, immigrants demonstrated their patriotism and essential Americanism through 

their use of English.  In addition to knowledge of the spoken language, English literacy 

also marked new immigrants as Americanized.  

If English ability and literacy marked the newcomers as either insiders or 

outsiders, so did behaviors, mannerisms, and other outward signs such as their styles of 

dress.  For instance, Claghorn points out that the immigrants settled into the new 

“frontier” of America by adopting the dress of native-born Americans.  The article, 

“What the Immigrants Bring,” cited at the beginning of this chapter, emphasizes the 

immigrants’ otherness by focusing on their behavior and mannerisms.  While the article 

does not deal explicitly with literacy, it nonetheless depicts immigrants as illiterate in a 

very crucial sense.  In this case, they are lacking knowledge of the codes for appropriate 

conduct.  This lack of knowledge is a lack of cultural literacy, to adapt the term from E.

D. Hirsch.  Hirsch’s notion of cultural literacy includes a common national language as 

well as a larger “network of information” that requires “large amounts of specific 

information” (2).  Like facts, dates, historical figures, and the other bits of knowledge that 

Hirsch considers part of cultural literacy, rules of etiquette and codes of conduct are also 

discrete pieces of knowledge.  By failing to adhere to middle-class norms of conduct and 

behavior, the new immigrants revealed their cultural illiteracy.  Just as with the linguistic 

differences, their nonstandard conduct marked them as “different” or “other.”   In the 
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popular discourse about immigrants, those outward differences became associated with 

illiteracy and a lack of English language skills.  

A Case Study in the Rhetoric of Literacy: The Debate over the 1917 Immigration Bill 

As language practices and cultural literacy became the features that most clearly 

marked immigrants as either outsiders or insiders, politicians looked to language policy 

and educational programs as means to eradicate the immigrants’ outward differences and 

help them assimilate.  They also sought to bar newcomers who displayed these outward 

signs of “otherness.”  This effort culminated in the 1917 Immigration Act, which 

established a national literacy test for those hoping to enter the US.  Congress had 

attempted to pass the requirement several times from 1900 on, but it was frequently 

vetoed or dropped from proposed bills.  In 1907 new legislation increased the immigrant 

head tax and banned prostitutes, unaccompanied minors, the insane or “feeble-minded,” 

and persons who were “mentally or physically defective” (“Act of February 20, 1907”).  

The Senate’s draft of the law again called for a literacy requirement similar to the ones 

that had been vetoed in 1889, 1902, and 1906.4  The House and the Senate could not 

agree on the provision, but they compromised by creating a commission that would 

investigate the immigration situation and make recommendations to Congress.  Thus the 

Dillingham Commission was born. 

The commission, named for Vermont Senator William Dillingham, was in many 

ways a quintessentially Progressive undertaking, as historian Robert Zeidel notes.  The 

committee approached its work with a scientific methodology, opting to conduct a 
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thorough ethnographic study rather than holding hearings and relying on expert 

testimony.  From 1907 to 1911, the commission members and their team of field 

researchers gathered data.  They visited European nations (such as Italy) and studied the 

social and economic conditions that were causing citizens to emigrate.  They collected 

information in the US on immigrants’ housing and neighborhoods, jobs, and education.  

They surveyed agencies that worked with immigrants.  They even subsidized the 

controversial research of anthropologist Franz Boaz, who believed that he could predict 

immigrants’ potential for assimilation through a study of their physical attributes.  In his 

book, Immigrants, Progressives, and Exclusion Politics, Zeidel notes that many historians 

have dismissed the findings of the Dillingham Commission because its underlying 

assumptions and practices were based in racism and xenophobia.  Certainly racial 

prejudice motivated much of the anti-immigration movement.  But, as Zeidel argues, “the 

nation’s turn-of-the-century response to immigration was more than simply a matter of 

institutionalization of bigotry.  Some who were concerned about the large number of new 

arrivals, including many of those who supported more stringent restriction, failed to 

exhibit hostility toward the foreign-born” (5).  The Commission’s work represents the 

Progressive-Era zeal for social improvement, government intervention, and scientific 

study of social issues (Zeidel).  

The Commission created a report of forty-one volumes, many of them spanning 

over a thousand pages.  The most widely read portion of the massive report was the scant 

four pages of Congressional recommendations.  The Commission members urged 

lawmakers to encourage assimilation and focus on the economic interests of the nation.  
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They recommended harsh penalties for those who discouraged immigrants from 

assimilating, suggesting that “aliens who attempt to persuade immigrants not to become 

American citizens should be made subject to deportation” (United States Immigration 

Commission 1: 26).  They also suggested quotas based on nationality and restrictions on 

unskilled workers.  Most significantly, the Commission endorsed the controversial 

literacy test, calling for “the exclusion of those unable to read or write in some language” 

(1: 47).  The recommendation came after heated debate among committee members, and 

the lone dissenter, Representative William Bennet, wrote a minority report expressing his 

opposition to the test “on the grounds of [its] unfair selectivity” (1: 49).  

Despite the rhetoric about the importance of literacy, the debate over the 1917 

legislation in fact had little to do with reading and writing.  Most of the newcomers in the 

US at the turn-of-the-century were unskilled laborers, and literacy skills would not help 

them do their jobs more efficiently.  Moreover, the literacy test asked entrants to read 

only thirty to forty everyday words in their native language.  The test probably required 

only a primary-grade educational level.  But it was not intended to measure the 

immigrants’ educational level so much as to sort them, weeding out unskilled laborers 

and those of undesirable ethnicity.  The so-called literacy debate revolved around other 

issues altogether: How were the new immigrants changing America’s economy and 

social structure?  What qualities made immigrants desirable or undesirable?  What 

measurements could identify those who were morally upright, hard working, and eager to 

assimilate?  Because no method existed to measure these qualities, literacy served as a 
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substitute.  The debate surrounding the literacy bill highlights important aspects of beliefs 

about language and literacy.  For this reason, I will examine it in some detail.  

The irony of the immigration legislation is that statistically illiteracy rates for 

immigrants were not very high at the turn of the century.  There was considerable debate 

about the rates, however.  Many immigrants did not read or write in English but were 

literate in their own languages, complicating the effort to gather statistics about their 

educational level.  While proponents of the legislation claimed that the immigrant 

illiteracy rates were as high as thirty-eight percent, those who opposed the measure 

estimated the rate to be as low as eight percent (“Taft on Immigration”).  The Dillingham 

Report put the rate at about thirty-three percent, with which the New York Times

concurred (“Proposed Law”).  But in 1917 the Times also reported that only thirteen 

percent of the city’s immigrants were illiterate (“Americanization Plan”).  For second-

generation immigrants, literacy rates were often higher than those of native-born citizens.  

The 1900 Census found that children of immigrants were learning to read and write in 

higher numbers than American children.5  And today’s scholars generally agree that, 

despite the Progressive-Era perception, immigrants were just as literate as the rest of the 

population.  In the years between 1899 and 1910, probably about three-fourths of them 

could read and write (Graff, “Nineteenth Century Origins”).  

If non-native speakers actually had high rates of literacy, why was there a 

perception of crisis?  For proponents of immigration restriction, the problem was not the 

education of the newcomers, but their ethnicity.  For most of its advocates, the literacy 

test thinly disguised the desire to sort immigrants by race and eliminate those from 
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southern Europe (especially Italy) and eastern Europe.  The new immigrants were 

considered very different from those who had arrived earlier from northern Europe and 

the British Isles.  The Dillingham Report begins with a statement describing the 

differences between the two groups: 

 [The old immigration] was, from the beginning, largely a movement of 

settlers who came from the most progressive sections of Europe [ . . .].  

Many of them entered agricultural pursuits” (1: 13).  [ . . . ]  They mingled 

freely with the native Americans [sic] and were quickly assimilated, 

although a large proportion of them, particularly in later years, belonged to 

non-English speaking races.  This natural bar to assimilation, however, 

was soon overcome by them, while the racial identity of the children was 

almost entirely lost and forgotten.  On the other hand, the new 

immigration has been largely a movement of unskilled laboring men who 

have come, in large part temporarily, from the less progressive and 

advanced countries of Europe [ . . . ] [and] have congregated together in 

sections apart from native Americans and the older immigrants to such an 

extent that assimilation has been slow as compared to that of earlier non-

English speaking races.  (1: 14)

In sum, the Commission described the new immigrants as lacking in intelligence, lacking 

in literacy, and unwilling to assimilate.  The latter attributes, illiteracy and failure to 

assimilate, became linked in the popular discourse because literacy and schooling were 

important tools in Americanizing the newcomers.  For this reason, immigrants with 
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families (and particularly those with young children) were considered more desirable 

than those who were single.

Because the schools were a primary site for assimilation, families who sent their 

children to school were believed to be “Americanized” within a generation or so.  Many 

of the new immigrants were single men who did not have connections to American 

institutions, especially schools.  These laborers were blamed for not assimilating or 

learning English even though their lack of resources and long hours at work left them 

little choice.  Jacob Riis is perhaps more sympathetic than the Dillingham Commission 

when he remarks in How the Other Half Lives: “Small wonder that there are whole 

settlements on this East Side where English is practically an unknown tongue, though the 

people be willing and anxious to learn.  ‘When shall we find the time to learn?’ asked one 

of them of me once.  I owe him the answer yet” (95).6

The literacy test primarily measured the newcomers’ class backgrounds and the 

educational opportunities they had access to in their home countries.  Ironically, the test 

punished the immigrants for lacking the very advantages and opportunities that they 

sought by coming to the US.  Woodrow Wilson, like most of his predecessors in the 

White House, opposed the bill for that reason.  In 1915 when he first vetoed the law, 

Wilson sent a message to Congress explaining his position: 

In this bill it is proposed to turn away from tests of character and of 

quality and impose tests which exclude and restrict; for the new tests here 

embodied are not tests of quality or of character or of personal fitness, but 

tests of opportunity.  Those who come seeking opportunity are not 
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admitted unless they have already had one of the chief opportunities they 

seek— the opportunity of education.  (“Immigration Veto”)

The literacy test, then, was a measure intended to limit the numbers of unskilled laborers

and to favor those who were already somewhat privileged. 

Although those who advocated the literacy legislation were not really motivated 

by the desire to promoting reading and writing, the fact that literacy was the chosen 

method of selecting immigrants implies that people believed it carried other qualities.  

For those who supported the test, literacy was a measure of moral character.  As one 

Times letter writer said in support of the bill, “We don’t so much care for literate 

immigrants!  We do care that we shan’t get the qualities that go with illiteracy” (R .C. R. 

8).  These qualities included lower intelligence, unwillingness to assimilate, poor work 

ethic, and criminal tendencies.  The popular media tended to promote this view of 

literacy.  For instance, in 1902, the Times had supported the test, arguing that the 

illiterate immigrants posed a danger to the country because they were “utterly incapable 

of living the American life.”  A large number of illiterates, the Times claimed, would 

lower the nation’s “efficiency,” as well as its “average of intelligence and morals” 

(“Restricting Immigration”).7

Not everyone agreed with these assumptions.  There was great opposition to the 

test, showing that many Americans were quite progressive in their beliefs about 

immigration and literacy.  For example, one Jewish leader argued impassionedly against 

the legislation, stating that 
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The literacy test [ . . . ] is a delusion and a snare; a delusion because it is 

seemingly a means of making a wise decision [ . . . ].  Every citizen should 

be able to read and write.  That is true, but character and efficiency are the 

real basis of good citizenship.  The bill is furthermore a snare because the 

literacy test is an arbitrary test, intended not to select the most desirable 

immigrants, but to simply admit the smallest number.  (“Says Alien Bill”)

 Many Americans, like the speaker quoted above, recognized that literacy was unrelated 

to attributes such as intelligence.  Some critics of the legislation demonstrated a complex 

understanding of literacy’s social contexts.  In an essay written in Survey magazine, Jane 

Addams described literacy as “neither a test of character nor of ability; it is merely an 

index of the educational system of the community in which a man has been reared” (“Pen 

and Book” 419).  Consider also the Times editorialist who argued that the test 

proves nothing and means little, in either child or adult.  With it can go the 

grossest of illiteracy, in all the ordinary senses of that word.  To be able to 

read is one thing, to have read to any amount or with intelligence and 

profit is another so different that the two are but obscurely and indirectly 

related.  Indeed, the man—or woman—who can read and doesn’t read is 

rather more dubiously qualified for meeting a real literacy test than is the 

immigrant whose ignorance of letters is the result of nothing except lack 

of opportunity.  (“Topic of the Times”)

Criticizing the test as a measure of “lack of opportunity,” the author shows an awareness 

of the social system in which literacy had become easy available to the elite but difficult 
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to obtain for the working class.  By blaming a lack of literacy on oppressive social 

systems rather than on individuals, the writer highlights the need for a more just society.  

He argues for equal access to education and demonstrates an understanding of literacy as 

a skill whose meaning and value are not fixed but context-dependent.  

In contrast to progressive views, conservatives feared that illiterate or 

unassimilated immigrants would commit crimes and cause social chaos.  The 

Dillingham Commission had found that immigration officials were not weeding out 

banned groups, and its report claimed that “in spite of the stringent law, criminals or 

moral defectives [ . . . ] can usually embark at European ports and enter the United 

States without much danger of detection” (1: 27).  Supporters of the educational test 

argued that it would reduce the numbers of criminals because lawbreakers were more 

likely to be uneducated.  But in reality, illiteracy and criminality did not correlate, and 

many Progressive-Era politicians admitted as much.  At a meeting of New York 

Republicans in 1913, one Congressman suggested that illiterate immigrants would be 

unable to commit crimes of fraud because such acts required reading and writing.  Even 

Senator Dillingham, the namesake of the Immigration Commission and one of its most 

conservative members, admitted that the literacy test would not keep out criminals 

because “the criminal classes can read and write.  They come from cities rather than 

from the country districts, and from all parts of Europe, and almost invariably are more 

or less educated” (“Tests of Aliens’ Literacy”).  The literate lawbreakers that Dillingham 

referred to were not petty criminals but political undesirables like anarchists and labor 

organizers.  Dillingham called these individuals a “menace to American institutions [ . . . 
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] who furnished a ‘tinder box’ in which socialistic and other radical doctrines were 

propagated” (“Dillingham Argues”).  He warned that, if permitted to enter, these 

individuals would cause labor unrest and increased numbers of strikes.  

Like political “criminals,” common crooks tended to be neither lacking in literacy 

nor foreign-born.  In 1914 the New York Times reported that out of those arrested for 

crimes in New York City, slightly less than half were foreign-born, and only two percent 

of the total arrestees were illiterate.  Moreover, the New York City Police, upon 

providing these statistics to the Times, admitted that these were not people charged with 

or convicted of crimes, but simply numbers of those arrested (“Our Immigrants Not 

Prone to Crime”).  When immigrants did commit crimes, their offenses were usually 

those associated with poverty and unemployment, including public drunkenness or petty 

thefts of food and clothing (Kraut 158).  Despite the evidence to the contrary, Alan 

Kraut points out that “the myth of immigrant criminality persisted,” perpetuated by the 

popular media and anti-immigrant groups (158). 

Despite the rhetoric about assimilation, social stability, and crime rates, the 

literacy legislation was an issue of economics.  In the introduction to Volume I of its 

report, the Commission argued that the time had come for Americans to consider the 

economic ramifications of immigration rather than approaching the issue from a 

“sentimental” perspective.  The Commission stated that

Emigration from Europe is not now an absolute economic necessity, and 

as a rule those who immigrate to the United States are impelled by a desire 

for betterment rather than by the necessity of escaping intolerable 
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conditions.  This fact should largely modify the natural incentive to treat 

the immigration movement from the standpoint of sentiment and permit its 

consideration primarily as an economic problem.  (1: 25)

The debate was situated within larger conflicts about working conditions, unionization, 

and labor unrest.  The primary arguments both for and against the legislation centered on 

these economic and social issues.  Labor unions supported the literacy legislation (and 

immigration restriction in general) out of concern that foreign workers would flood the 

market, drive down wages, and interfere with efforts to unionize.  Their fears were not 

unfounded.  The Dillingham Commission reported that immigrants had “almost 

completely monopolized unskilled labor activities in many of the more important 

industries” (1: 38).  Many immigrants sent their children to work in factories, and the 

child labor problem added to the competition for jobs (Zinn 267).  Immigrant workers 

were accustomed to a lower standard of living than their American counterparts and 

would work for lower wages, driving down the wages for all.  In addition to the fears 

over job competition and low wages, some Americans resented immigrants for exploiting 

the nation’s resources.  Single male immigrants in particular tended not to invest their 

earnings into the American economy but instead sent their salaries home to their families.  

The Dillingham Commission criticized these workers for “[coming] with the intention of 

profiting, in a pecuniary way, by the superior advantages of the new world and then 

returning to the old country” (1: 14).  

While labor unions supported immigration restriction in order to preserve better 

working conditions for Americans, industry leaders opposed restriction out of a desire to 
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maintain a surplus of unskilled workers.  In general, business owners criticized the 

literacy test with the argument that they needed more, not less, unskilled labor.  The 

Merchant’s Association, for instance, argued that it would be “detrimental and injurious 

to the development of the country,” particularly in terms of the continued development of 

construction, railroad expansion, and other projects (“Against Test”).  A 1915 New York 

Times editorial argued that literacy would not make a worker “the better digger of ditches 

and layer of steel” and that the literacy requirement would deprive the nation of much 

needed “bone and brawn” to do hard labor (“Immigrant Bone and Brawn”). 

The debate over the literacy test exposed the fault lines in Americans’ beliefs 

about multilingualism and nationality.  Although some feared that a lack of a common 

language would lead to social and political chaos, others welcomed multilingualism.  The 

language debate played out not only on the national stage but at the state level as well.  

For example, in 1917 New York state legislators proposed requiring all voters to prove 

their proficiency in spoken English.  As a critic of the proposal passionately declared: 

“For my part, I will never admit that English is the sole medium of education, 

enlightenment, and patriotism” (“State Test Assailed”).  But not many Americans were so 

quick to defend a vision of a polyglot nation.  In an article by McKay and Weinstein-Shr, 

the authors point out that Americans have always had ambivalent attitudes toward our 

multicultural heritage.  The literacy test itself reflected that ambivalence.  Rather than 

measuring the newcomers’ English literacy, the test could be taken in any vernacular 

language.  McKay and Weinstein-Shr note that America has always been a land of 

multiple ethnicities and languages.  Even our nation’s founders did not find it necessary 
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to declare an official language.  The authors point out that “multiple languages played an 

important role in the political and social life of the nation leading to encouragement for 

the use of languages other than English” (401).  By the mid-nineteenth and early 

twentieth-centuries, however, many states had passed legislation requiring knowledge of 

English in order to vote or to obtain certain jobs.  Gradually, knowledge of English 

became a prerequisite for the rights and benefits of US citizenship.  

Finally, the literacy debate revealed differing ideologies about America’s history 

and national identity.  For some, immigration was a quintessentially American building 

block.  Opponents of restriction highlighted the immigrants’ role in American history.  

One editorial, for example, praised them for building our nation and called the proposed 

legislation “un-American” (“Monster Protest”).  Editorial writers in 1913 and 1914 

reminded readers that the literacy requirement would have barred some of the pilgrims 

from coming, and that some great figures in American history, such as Abe Lincoln, had 

in fact been illiterate (“Says Literacy Test Based in Error”; “Denounce Test”).  These 

writers saw immigration as a humanitarian issue and considered America a “beacon of 

light” with a duty to ease the oppression of those who sought to come here.  In a nation 

that was considered a land of opportunity, the proposed literacy test rankled.  As a Times

editorial declared in 1914: 

To those who are illiterate and yet who value schooling highly—they are 

very numerous—the language of the bill is particularly cruel.  In a large 

part of these cases the unfortunate immigrant is the victim of religious 

persecution which takes precisely the form of denying instruction.  It 
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would delight the hard hearts of his oppressors to know that the ignorance 

they have forced upon him bars his entrance to a land where schooling is 

not only permitted but freely given. (“Deceptive Bill”)  

In 1917 after two decades of debate, Congress acted on the Commission’s 

recommendation and passed legislation requiring literacy for new immigrants.8  Although 

Woodrow Wilson once again vetoed the bill (as he had done before in 1915), a two-thirds 

majority in Congress overturned the veto, and the requirement became law.  The literacy 

test in its final form was not as stringent as some of the restrictionists had hoped it would 

be.  First, it could be completed in any language.  Also, in cases of family immigration, 

only the husband (assumed to be the breadwinner) was required to pass the test.  Roger 

Daniels points out that despite the push for the test, the requirement was not very 

successful at limiting the numbers of newcomers.  From January 1920 to January 1921, a 

period when almost one million people entered the United States, only about 1,450 were 

denied entry due to the literacy requirement.  The literacy test failed to reduce 

immigration for two reasons: The first, as I noted above, was that the myth of the new 

immigrants’ illiteracy was factually inaccurate, and the numbers of illiterates had been 

low to begin with.  The second reason is that in the decades between 1890 and 1917, 

literacy levels and educational opportunities in Europe had been steadily increasing.  

Although the literacy legislation did not have an impact on the numbers of 

immigrants, it was a significant moment, a victory for restrictionist groups that created 

momentum for additional legislation in the years that followed.  War in Europe and the 

Russian Revolution in 1917 only added to the nativist movement, sparking a widespread 
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xenophobia marked by fears of radicalism and of foreign influences in the United States.  

After the Great War ended, Americans feared that a flood of post war refugees would 

inundate the country.  The increasing nativist sentiment led to further legislative 

restrictions.  In 1921, Congress passed the Quota Act, establishing strict limits on the 

numbers of newcomers, “based on the notion that the best way to inhibit immigration was 

to limit, first of all, the total number to be admitted in any one year, and second, to assign 

percentages of that total to particularly nationalities on the basis of the number of people 

from that nation already here” (Daniels 280).  Although the law was set to expire within a 

year, Congress renewed it in 1922 and then made it permanent with the Johnson-Reed 

Act of 1924, which lowered the quota to two percent and established more stringent rules 

barring Asian immigration.  The quota system remained in place for a half-century until 

the Johnson administration revamped immigration policy in 1965.  In the final analysis, 

the literacy legislation was not successful at lowering the numbers of newcomers nor in 

addressing the social problems that were perceived to be caused by the influx of new 

immigrants. 

The debate over the literacy test revealed some key aspects of public beliefs about 

literacy and rhetorical conceptions of it.  First, as we have seen, the turn-of-the-century 

belief in a “literacy crisis” was based on murky statistics and confusion about the 

meaning of the word.  In the public debate rhetors often associated illiteracy with a lack 

of English skills, assuming that the two correlated when in fact many non-English 

speaking immigrants were literate in their first language.  Not only was the popular 

discourse vague about the meanings of literacy, it also tended to conflate literacy with 
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morality, and conversely, illiteracy with immorality.  The rhetoric of literacy was rooted 

in economics and class conflict.  As Americanization programs for immigrants began to 

emerge in large numbers in the 1910s, the public’s conceptions of literacy trickled down 

into the schools, shaping educators’ goals and pedagogical practices.  Because the 

popular rhetoric tended to associate literacy with morality, educational programs for 

immigrants also began to link the two, introducing pedagogies that encouraged 

immigrants to acquire middle-class morality along with English language and literacy 

skills.  Because the public was concerned about class unrest and industries were 

clamoring for unskilled, low-wage workers, Americanization programs sought to align 

immigrants with industry goals and prepare them to work in the nation’s factories and 

plants.  The popular rhetoric of literacy was the dominant force in shaping pedagogical 

practice in the emerging programs for non-native speakers, as we will see in Chapter 

Three. 
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CHAPTER THREE
CONVERTING THE STRANGER: AMERICANIZATION, CIVIC 

MORALITY, AND MAINSTREAM PEDAGOGIES FOR IMMIGRANT STUDENTS

In Chapter Two I traced how mass media discussions of immigration revealed a 

sense of cultural crisis and conflicting beliefs about literacy.  In this chapter I turn to the 

domain of education, looking at how pedagogical texts echoed the images and themes of 

the public debate, which played an important role in shaping curricular goals.  By the turn 

of the (nineteenth) century, those goals had shifted as community literacy was no longer 

primarily a religious enterprise but a civic one.  Fears about immigration led to a push to 

instill patriotism through English instruction, and the Americanization movement gained 

momentum in the late 1910s with the rise of global conflict and class unrest.  The public

looked to Americanization as a means to combat radicalism and create a more stable 

workforce.

Despite the public push for Americanization, educators nonetheless found 

themselves working in an atmosphere of anxiety and suspicion, and they struggled to 

present their work in a favorable light.  One illustration of this struggle appears in Jane 

Addams autobiography, Twenty Years at Hull House, when Addams describes an 

encounter she had in the early days of her work in a Chicago settlement house.  The 

settlement operated in a working-class neighborhood populated mostly by immigrants.  

From time to time, former residents of the neighborhood would come back to visit.  

Many of them, Addams writes, “were very much opposed to ‘foreigners,’ whom they 

held responsible for a depreciation of property and a general lowering of the tone of the 

neighborhood” (71).  One of these visitors, a “fiercely American” old man, criticizes the 
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décor of the house, which includes foreign artifacts and photographs of Europe.  In 

response, Addams tells him that the images are meant to make new immigrants feel 

comfortable, and she reminds the man that the immigrants are pioneers, as he was 

(having moved to Chicago from an Eastern city).  By describing them as pioneers, 

Addams draws on the same characterization that Kate Claghorn does, a metaphor that 

affirms the immigrants’ “American-ness” and accentuates their similarities to native-born 

Americans.  The exchange ends amicably when the man agrees that the pictures probably 

make the immigrants feel at home, as he does when he encounters “a Yankee notion from 

back East” (71).

Addams’ anecdote illustrates several points that are central to the argument of this 

chapter.  The first point is that turn-of-the-century educators were keenly aware of their 

social context and of the public debate surrounding new immigration and literacy.  

Educators were not simply observers of this debate but active participants in it.  They 

worked to shape public perception and garner support, both in individual interactions like 

the one that Addams describes and through the more public dialogue in textbooks, 

manuals, journals, and conference proceedings.  Educators’ rhetoric echoed that of the 

larger public, often drawing from the same fantasy themes, such as the pioneer character 

that Addams uses.  While some educators chose metaphors that emphasized the 

“American-ness” of the newcomers, others embraced a more exclusive rhetoric, drawing 

on the “stranger” characterization as well as other images. The importance of these 

opposing representations lay in their power to sway public opinion and shape competing 

pedagogies for non-native speakers.  Addams’ use of the pioneer symbol is central to her 
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encounter with the old man because his change of heart (or at least the appearance of a 

change) hinges on this image.  When Addams and her interlocutor converge on their 

shared interpretation of the characterization of the immigrant as a pioneer, she gains a 

measure of support from him.

Educators developed pedagogies to meet numerous challenges as they struggled 

to convince the public of the importance of their work, to teach English as a vehicle for 

cultural indoctrination, and to meet the needs of diverse students who sometimes resisted 

assimilation.  With so many pressures and such high expectations for their work, 

mainstream educators tied literacy to civic duty, attempted to engage immigrants in 

solving social problems, and focused on “good conduct”—specifically, gendered 

conduct.1 While those who viewed literacy as a form of social control advocated narrow 

vocational training, cultural indoctrination, and scientific approaches to pedagogy, more 

progressive educators sought to promote literacy as a means for individual growth and 

progress toward a more democratic society.  The contrast between competing pedagogies 

reflects a tension that went to the heart of progressive education: the competing desire to 

teach literacy as a humanitarian, self-individualizing enterprise and the pressure to teach 

it as a form of social control (Carlson; Cremin).  Despite their political and pedagogical 

differences, most educators embraced a belief in progress and a desire for reform, even if 

they did not agree on the reforms that were needed.  Their pedagogical practices were 

based on contrasting fantasy themes and opposing narratives about America.
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Expectations for Literacy: The Political and Social Context of the Americanization 

Movement

In many ways the Americanization movement was a microcosm of larger shifts 

taking place in education in the early twentieth century.  In public schools, large numbers 

of working class and immigrant students were entering a system that had been designed 

to serve a more homogenous group of students.  As new students entered the system, 

administrators sought ways to make education meaningful.  One solution was the move 

toward practical education as preparation for work.  The manual training movement 

emerged at the end of the nineteenth century, and within a few decades, industrial 

training schools were offering a curriculum that combined vocational education, general 

academic studies, and English and civics for non-native speakers.  These schools were 

somewhat controversial; some critics feared that adapting the curriculum to the needs of 

working-class or immigrant learners might result in lower standards.  For instance, one 

School Review contributor argued that vocational programs and evening schools (often 

attended by immigrant students) should closely parallel the traditional high schools in 

order to maintain their prestige (Buttrick).

As Charles Edson points out, the eighteenth-century public had not 

overwhelmingly supported education for the masses.  By the time the Progressive Era 

dawned, public opinion had shifted in favor of education for the masses, but some 

mistrust remained.  Just as increased access to education and the manual training 

movement had received criticism a few decades earlier, the Americanization campaign 
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also encountered public suspicion.  As I noted in Chapter Two, even Senator Dillingham, 

one of the strongest advocates of a literacy test for immigrants, expressed fears that too 

much education could lead them toward radicalism.  In 1898 an article in the Journal of 

Education argued that the evening school was an important social institution, rather than 

a “nuisance” as members of the public seemed to think (“Are Evening Schools a 

Nuisance?”).  Educators were keenly aware of the anxieties surrounding immigrant 

literacy, which was both publicly lauded and tacitly feared, and they were sensitive to the 

need to win over a skeptical public.

Robert Carlson points out that Americanization was in fact two movements.  The

most obvious work of the campaign was the drive to educate the immigrants.  But the 

other, equally important task for educators was to win support and cooperation for this 

effort from American citizens.  There was a constant need for public awareness, for

increased funding, and for volunteers.  Teachers were quick to point out that if 

Americanization was unsuccessful, the fault lay with the public as much as the schools.  

In fact, one popular textbook and manual, First Steps in Americanization, uses the need 

for public participation as a response to criticism of Americanization work.  The authors 

argue that “it is probably not fair to say that the schools have failed in their task [of 

teaching the immigrant]. It is nearer the truth to say that Society has failed, the American 

people have failed, in that, despite the warnings [ . . . ] they have refused to look danger 

in the face and make it possible for the schools to attack the problem” (10).  The authors 

explain that Americanization programs face inadequate funding, a lack of textbooks, and 

a need for qualified instructors.  Many programs relied on volunteer teachers and 
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borrowed elementary-school textbooks written for young schoolchildren. The authors 

remind us that “The school authorities should foster, in every possible way, the interest of 

the American public in the people who attend the evening schools.  Because [ . . . ] the 

task of Americanization is one, not for the American school alone, but for the American 

people, operating through every instrumentality of organized social life” (43).

With the dawn of World War I and a growing socialist movement in the United 

States, the perceived need for Americanization work grew, and English teachers found 

their work at the forefront of public debate about class conflict and labor unrest.  As 

Howard Zinn explains, class conflict had escalated in the opening years of the twentieth 

century, and numerous strikes occurred in the years between 1910 and 1920.  Mainstream 

America was anxious over the spread of socialism and the popularity of the IWW.

Rather than downplaying fears about immigrants, educational leaders embraced them in 

order drum up support for evening schools and community programs.  However, while 

educators echoed the public fears of immigrants’ radicalism, they nonetheless rejected the 

suggestion that education might be a cause.  Instead, they argued that literacy could bring 

the immigrants in line with middle-class values and make them less likely to become 

pawns of labor agitators.  For instance, the First Steps manual blames the growth of the 

radical labor movement on a lack of education, asserting that

the labor agitation of the rankest sort, the IWW, breeds in colonies where 

no English is spoken and where the alien striker puts into his impassioned 

oratory in his own tongue words and sentiments which he would not dare 

voice in plain English.  Most of the disputes between labor and capital are 
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caused by lack of understanding between the opposing parties.  While a 

common tongue does in no measure guarantee industrial peace, lack of a 

medium of communication increases the difficulties one hundred-fold. (6)

The authors, Mahoney and Herlihy, blame class conflict and labor agitation on 

immigrants’ isolation, passivity, and lack of English skills.  In doing so, they establish the 

need for more support of Americanization work.  English classes would not only give 

immigrants the necessary language skills to better communicate with management, but 

would also help to socialize them into American communities where they would 

presumably adopt a more pro-business (and middle-class) mindset.

Mainstream educational texts frequently used industrial demands and vocational 

preparation as justification for the work of English teaching, and they aligned themselves 

with the concerns of industry leaders.  Textbooks did this both explicitly, in their

introductions, and implicitly through their exercises and narratives. The First Steps

manual in particular presents a paradox in that it attempts to bring workers in line with 

middle-class values while suggesting that some of those values are not appropriate for 

immigrants.  The authors argue that better-educated workers will be financially 

advantageous to industry and to the war effort, but they also suggest that financial 

incentive is not an appropriate motive for immigrants to seek out education.  Specifically, 

they critique a poster advertising evening classes in Massachusetts.  The poster promises, 

“Learn English, and you will get a better job.”  Herlihy and Mahoney critique the poster’s 

promise of financial reward and allude to its “selfish ring,” which they find offensive



75

(21).  By de-emphasizing the financial motivations of new immigrants, the authors imply 

that upward mobility may not be a realistic or desirable goal.

The ambivalence of the First Steps authors reflects a larger conflict inherent in 

early twentieth-century educational progressivism.  On one hand, Progressivism grew out 

of a call for social justice and a desire to help the immigrant. But the movement was 

quickly appropriated by those who wished to use education as a means for social control 

and a tool for preserving class distinctions.  The desire for social control and industrial 

progress was tied to the ethic of education for efficiency, a major theme of the 

Progressive Education movement as both Robert Carlson and Lawrence Cremin note.  

Americanization became attached in the public’s consciousness with “popular concepts 

of conservation and efficiency propounded by Theodore Roosevelt and [the proponents 

of] business efficiency [ . . . ] and a large body of literature had sprung up by 1914 

advocating the application of business efficiency to schooling” (Carlson 449).  Educators 

sought to improve working conditions for immigrants and contribute to increased 

productivity through the creation of a more unified, efficient group of workers.  The 

movement toward education for efficiency and industrial progress manifested itself in 

two ways.  One was the establishment of literacy programs in workplace settings like

Packard and Ford Motor Companies.  The other was the drive to teach workplace 

preparation and factory etiquette in existing programs.  The ethic of efficiency influenced 

not only the goals of literacy programs but also the pedagogy as educators sought to 

create systematic methodologies and more effective ways of teaching language.
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As World War I approached, educators became aware of the rising xenophobia, 

fear of foreign influences (particularly German) and the desire to ensure that immigrants 

would be loyal citizens.  In response to this concern, textbook authors established a direct 

link between the teaching of immigrants and a positive outcome in the war.  The First 

Steps book, for example, points out that “there are now seven hundred thousand men of 

draft age in the United States who cannot read or write in English or in any other 

language.  In our training camps thousands of the draftees cannot understand the 

commands of their officers” (2).  Another text aimed at immigrants, Henry Goldberger’s 

English for Coming Citizens, opens with the statement: “The World War has brought 

home to us, now as never before, the need for effectively Americanizing the millions of 

non-English speaking residents of the United States.  The first and perhaps the most 

important step in this process is the acquisition of English [ . . . ]” (v).  Rather than 

simply acknowledging the fears about immigrants, the authors actively embrace the 

cultural anxiety.  When they draw on the war in Europe, these textbook authors make 

their purpose much larger than simply the teaching of English; education becomes a 

matter of national security.

Textbook writers were products of their time, and it is not surprising that they 

adopted the prevailing rhetoric of cultural crisis.  Without a sense of crisis, immigrant 

education might not have become a public mandate.  If uneducated immigrants were 

considered a threat, it was not because they were illiterate, but because they refused to 

align themselves with the interests of factory owners or middle-class social workers.  As 

J. Elspeth Stuckey notes, the teaching of literacy is “always about something, a content, a 
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subject” (60).  In the case of the turn-of-the-century textbooks for foreigners, that content 

was a value-system.  The Americanization campaign sought to teach middle-class values, 

particularly pro-business values, because, as Mahoney and Herlihy declare, “the very first 

steps in making a unified people [for our fighting lines and our factory] is to teach the 

foreigner English” (3).  They go on to assert that teaching language is only the first step; 

the real goal is a more complete cultural assimilation: “Knowledge of the English 

language is no panacea for the [ . . . ] foreign-born in his new environment: no magic, 

‘open-sesame’ to complete amalgamation with American ideas and ideals; no touchstone 

of complete understanding between the unlettered peasant of the hinterland of Europe and 

the cultured citizen of America; but is the beginning of these things” (4).

The solution to the literacy crisis was not to teach literacy but to teach a new 

value system through literacy, promoting it in a monitored and tightly controlled form. If 

the immigrants were turning to socialism, the First Steps manual suggests that it is

because they were isolated, socializing only with each other, “in the squalid tenement or 

the unsanitary club-room, [where] they gather to play on queer instruments, to sing 

strange songs, to dance through Old-World figures [. . . ] while America passes them by.  

Here, in isolation, under the spell of the demagogue, anarchy is born” (38).  Mahoney and 

Herlihy suggest that the solution is to encourage students to socialize in their school 

communities, which are rooted in middle-class values and supervised by native-born 

American citizens, such as teachers and settlement workers.  Immigrants are encouraged 

to treat the school as their primary meeting place, where they can “be happy Americans 

together” (39), speaking English and learning American customs.
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Literacy instruction has often served as a means to monitor the working class and 

members of language-minority groups, as Brandt, Stuckey, and Trimbur have noted.  

Deborah Brandt argues that “people throughout history have acquired literacy 

pragmatically under the banner of others’ causes [ . . . ]. Literacy [ . . . ] is a valued 

commodity in this economy, a key resource in gaining profit and edge.  This value helps 

to explain, of course, the lengths people will go to secure literacy [ . . . ].  But it also 

explains why the powerful work so persistently to conscript and ration the powers of 

literacy” (169).  While literacy was desired among the turn-of-the-century immigrants, 

those who were responsible for teaching them had a vested interest in ensuring that the 

foreign-born were learning the right kind of literacy, which was tied to the beliefs and 

values of the dominant culture.

From “Them” to “Us”: Fantasy-Themes and the Narrative of Conversion

In Chapter Two I explored the popular rhetoric surrounding immigration and used 

the essays of Charlotte Perkins Gilman and Kate Claghorn to illustrate clashing 

representations of the newcomers.  While restrictionists such as Gilman sought to portray 

them as an ominous “Other,” advocates of more progressive immigration policies drew 

on the fantasy themes of the pilgrims’ arrival and the pioneers’ conquering of the West.  

By drawing on archetypically American figures, these rhetors implied that immigrants 

were not “them,” but “us,” part of the fabric of American society.  Like many members 

of the public, educators grappled with conflicting beliefs about the new immigrants.  

And, like the public debate, educators’ rhetoric had real and important consequences.  
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Rhetorical visions were guiding forces behind radically different approaches to the 

teaching of English.

Despite the diversity of approaches, one rhetorical vision tended to dominate the 

discussion.  For most educators, the new immigrant embodied Charlotte Perkins 

Gilman’s character of the stranger at the gate.  The stranger image is made explicit in a 

1920 English Journal article titled “Americanization in Omaha.”  The author complains 

that

For more than threescore years [ . . . ] the gates of America had been 

swinging wide open, admitting daily hundreds and sometimes thousands 

of European immigrants [ . . . ].  We, as Americans, paid very little 

attention to them.  They were just foreigners, the ‘strangers within our 

gates,’ and we felt no responsibility for them. We called America the great 

‘melting-pot’ and were satisfied that all this raw material was going 

through the refining process and would come out as good Americans in 

time.  But much of the raw material never got into the ‘melting-pot’ and 

has remained raw material.” (Thorngate 123)

Thorngate goes on to complain that foreigners congregate in isolated ghettos in our cities, 

where they fail to learn our language or customs and have remained stubbornly European.  

The stranger theme hinged on the “Otherness” of the new immigrants. The authors of the 

First Steps manual invoke this image when they speak of the “threatening liability” that 

the foreigner represents and detail the many dangers posed by uneducated immigrants.
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A variation on the theme of immigrant as “Other” was the image of immigrant as 

pawn or dupe.  Conservative educators seemed to fear that immigrants would become the 

dupes of criminals or radical political groups.  The First Steps authors reveal this fear 

when they argue that the non-English speaking laborer could be easily manipulated by 

the IWW. In another example, an English Journal author laments that her students are 

reading socialist authors such as Emma Goldman.  She confides to the reader, “in order to 

find out what I had to combat I read the books [the students] loaned me.  If you have 

never seen them, they would interest you: the line of argument is so plausible, the half-

truths so skillfully linked together, that it is easy to see how strong their hold must be on 

the industrial masses” (Marsh 96).  During and immediately after the First World War, 

the immigrant was commonly represented as a threat to national security or even a 

potential spy.  Like the warnings about labor agitation, however, these arguments also 

assumed that immigrants became a danger primarily through manipulation by others.

Another representation that emphasized the “Otherness” of the new immigrants 

was the image of the immigrant as raw material, a metaphor that reflects educators’ pro-

industry bias.   Ella Thorngate, the English Journal contributor cited above, makes this 

metaphor explicit when she complains that the “raw material” of the new immigrant 

never got refined in the melting pot.  According to her, if the immigrants have not been 

transformed by the melting pot, it is because Americans “paid very little attention.”  Here 

Thorngate places at least some of the blame for the immigration problem on Americans 

themselves.  When she calls the immigrants “raw material,” she reminds us that the 

potential exists to shape them through education.  Thorngate’s use of an industrial 



81

metaphor is not unique; educators frequently used the rhetoric of industry to frame their 

work as an economic effort.  In its introduction, the First Steps manual states:

the non-English speaking worker is a much greater accident risk than the 

native worker.  Once injured he is harder to restore to industry because he 

is all the more difficult to re-educate [ . . . ].  He is therefore a liability to 

the industry which employs him.  It is assumed that ability to speak 

English reduces accidents by half [ . . . ].  More work is spoiled, more 

tools are ruined by the non-English speaking worker who cannot 

understand directions and thus takes a long time to learn [ . . . ].  (5)

In another passage the authors write: “[the immigrant] becomes in war-time a threatening 

liability unless governmental action or patriotic initiative weld him into a splendid asset” 

(3).  By juxtaposing the words “liability” and “asset,” the authors highlight the potential 

of English education to convert the foreigner into a useful commodity.

The three variations on the image of the immigrant as “Other” share a few things 

in common.  First, they generally represent the immigrant as a passive and objectified 

individual.  As raw material, the immigrant exists to be used for industrial purposes but is 

not expected to be in control of his or her own transformation (or refinement). As dupes 

or pawns, immigrants are dangerous not because they actively seek to harm Americans 

but because through their ignorance they may be manipulated by those who do.  These 

representations of the immigrant as “Other” echo the rhetoric of crisis and reflect a sense 

of fear by exaggerating the dangers of the unassimilated immigrant.  They also establish

clear boundaries between the immigrant and the ostensibly more authentic native-born 
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American.  Each of these characterizations is founded on the assumption that the 

immigrants do not share in the American identity and will not unless they are 

successfully educated.

Although many educators embraced the characterization of the stranger at the 

gates, a crucial difference exists between the rhetorical vision of the educational 

community and that of the larger public.  In the restrictionist rhetoric illustrated by the 

Gilman essay, the stranger at the gate is both a more actively menacing individual and a 

more static figure.  After all, Gilman argued that the melting pot would never succeed 

and that the foreigners could not assimilate.  Educators disagreed, for assimilating the 

immigrant was their job.  If the immigrants were malleable—that is, if they were raw

material—then it was possible to shape them into something new and presumably, more 

American.  This position contrasts with that of Perkins Gilman and other restrictionists 

who warned that immigration was causing irreversible cultural decline.  Those educators 

who embraced the image of the stranger at the gate did so in a way that suggested that the 

immigrants were a danger through their lack of education, not due to any inherent flaw.  

Despite the use of the stranger imagery, even the most progressive educators embraced a 

fantasy theme of conversion, which promised that the immigrant could be successfully 

Americanized.

Conversion narratives permeate the rhetoric of Americanization.  In the 

educators’ vision, immigrants come to the United States as unenlightened strangers, but 

after receiving the Word (through literacy and language acquisition, which become 

transforming tools), they are transformed into patriotic Americans.  Without question the 
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overarching goal of the Americanization movement was to mold good citizens, and the 

textbooks’ vision of a good citizen is one who has completely assimilated and adopted 

the English language and American customs.  In one of his textbooks, Henry Goldberger 

illustrates this vision of conversion through the adventures of the book’s main character, 

a Polish immigrant.  The narrative begins with his arrival in the States and ends when he 

becomes an American citizen.  By the last chapter of the book, Anton and his wife are 

“talking English most of the time, even at home” (Second Book in English 163).  The 

conversion narrative becomes complete as the character absorbs the behavior, manners, 

and language of his new homeland.  Textbooks often explicitly told immigrants that a 

civic conversion was the ultimate goal of their English education.  For instance, another 

of Goldberger’s books begins with answers to the immigrants' most common questions 

about the United States: “What do I owe to your past?  What must I do to participate in 

the present and to make glorious your future? [ . . . ] What must I do to take my place as 

an American?” (America for Citizens v).  The fantasy theme of conversion invoked new 

characterizations of the immigrants.  No longer passive or objectified individuals, once 

converted they would “take their place” as citizens, actively helping to “participate in the 

present” and “make glorious” the country’s future.  The conversion narrative suggested 

that through the power of language, immigrants could be converted from vaguely 

threatening strangers to “insiders,” or from “them” to “us.”

In his book, The Force of Fantasy, Ernest Bormann examines the nature of the 

rhetoric of conversion, which originated in evangelical discourse and has been a powerful 

tool of social and political activists since the days of the anti-slavery movement.  
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Bormann explains that a rhetoric of conversion is marked by a few traits: First, it begins 

with consciousness-raising, in which the rhetorician seeks to “impress upon potential 

converts the unsatisfactory nature of the life they are living [ . . . ][and] the alarming 

inadequacies of his or her behavior [ . . . ]. The individual now is filled with the appalling 

and powerful feeling which both sacred and secular rhetorical visions interpret as guilt” 

(138). This guilt is not necessarily personal or moral but may be social or political.  It 

motivates the audience members to want to change.2  Second, because the goal of the 

conversion rhetoric is to inspire an immediate change of heart, the rhetoric must be 

practical and easily applicable.  A religious rhetoric of conversion would impress on its 

audience that “religion is something to do, not something to wait for” (162). Similarly, a 

secular rhetoric of conversion attempts to convince people to act for change.  For 

example, the textbooks for foreigners urged them to take specific actions: learning 

English, becoming literate, adopting American traditions, participating in the economy, 

attending church, and sending children to school.  Through narratives in which 

immigrants became happily Ameri canized and prosperous, the conversion rhetoric 

promised them that assimilation would be easy

A rhetorical vision of conversion fit neatly with the goal of cultural assimilation 

that dominated most approaches to Americanization.  This goal was embraced by the 

group that Lawrence Cremin refers to as administrative progressives, those educators 

who attempted to address social problems by controlling immigrants’ use of language.  

While cultural assimilation may have been the dominant mode of English teaching, it was 

not the only one.  As Gallagher notes, many Progressive-Era educators were committed 
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to democratic literacy (a term coined by James Berlin).  These people “sought to teach 

writing in the service of democratic citizenship” (Gallagher 20).  These educators, who I 

will refer to as cultural pluralists, envisioned the possibility for a multicultural pedagogy 

that would help the immigrants to integrate into American society while retaining their 

home languages and cultures.3  On the surface they also appeared to reject the metaphor 

of the immigrant as stranger that served as the foundation for the rhetoric of conversion.  

The contrasting characterizations of students reveal the tensions between the two kinds of 

progressivism.

The cultural pluralists tended to embrace more progressive representations of the 

new immigrants such as those illustrated by Claghorn’s “Our Immigrants, Ourselves.”   

In this vision the immigrant was “us” instead of “other.” When educators like Jane 

Addams invoked the character of the pioneer, they downplayed the sense of crisis by 

suggesting that the immigrant had already been Americanized and was not a character to 

be feared.  In contrast to the representations of immigrant students as outsiders or passive 

objects, these educators characterized their students in ways that emphasized their 

commonalities with native-born Americans.  They offered alternate images, including: 

immigrant as pilgrim, immigrant as pioneer, and immigrant as patriot.  These 

representations counter the vision of assimilation proponents by emphasizing the 

essential American-ness of the immigrant and constructing an identity that includes both 

native and non-native speakers of English.  They counteract the perception of an 

educational or immigrant crisis, instead reflecting a sense of positive change.  In using a 
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more inclusive rhetoric, the cultural pluralists refused to blame the immigrant for 

America’s social and economic problems.

In some cases the cultural pluralists directly contradicted the representations of 

assimilation proponents.  Writing in the English Journal, Dudley Parsons, an educator 

and an immigrant himself, draws on the image of the stranger in order to reject it.  He 

argues that rather than being reluctant to assimilate, immigrants come to America with a 

desire to become citizens and are thwarted by a lack of welcome.  Parsons writes: “How 

are we to Americanize the folk who come prejudiced in favor of America?  It would be 

comparatively easy to convert the unbeliever, but to guide the naïve child of another 

culture past the rocks of American blundering, that is unspeakably hard” (156).  Parson’s 

version of the stranger is the nonbeliever, and he invokes the conversion fantasy 

explicitly.  He does so not to embrace it, however, but to argue that it is not necessary to 

convert the newcomers because they are already “believers.”  Moreover, he suggests that 

if there is a need for conversion, it lies not with the immigrants but with Americans 

themselves.  His complex vision of Americanization requires native -born citizens to be 

self-critical.

Like Parsons, most of the cultural pluralists suggested that the immigrants were

already American.  In order to emphasize their essential American-ness, these educators 

used the image of the immigrant as latter-day pilgrim or pioneer.  Jane Addams does this 

in her exchange with the visitor to Hull House.   Parsons (above) does this when he refers 

to the immigrants’ journey past the “rocks of American blundering.”  The phrase evokes 

images of the Mayflower and Plymouth Rock, reminding the audience that the 
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immigrants make much the same voyage that their predecessors did.  Helen Cohen, 

another English Journal author and an advocate of cultural pluralism, explicitly refers to 

the immigrant as a “latter-day pilgrim” in her article, “The Foreigner in Our Schools” 

(618).  The pilgrim and pioneer characters are quintessentially American characters.  By 

describing the immigrant as a pilgrim or pioneer, Cohen revises a familiar narrative to 

include the arrival of the immigrant in the story of the settling of America.  The pilgrim 

image serves to remind the audience that the immigrant is an authentic American.

Cultural pluralists relied on a representation of the immigrant as a true American

or as a patriot.  While they did not explicitly reject the goal of Americanization, they 

often suggested that the immigrant was already successfully Americanized in many ways.  

In contrast with the textbook that claimed that the immigrant may have been a war-time 

threat, one progressive educator chose to write about her students’ patriotism.  Writing 

during World War I, she reports that her immigrant students requested to read about 

President Wilson and asked for help in learning songs such as “Over There” and “The 

Star-Spangled Banner.”  Although her article endorses the assimilationist position, her 

view of the immigrant is significantly different from most of the assimilation proponents.  

First, she never describes the immigrant as a danger or menace, nor as a passive object.  

Nor do her narratives suggest a before-after sequence in which the immigrant becomes 

enlightened or converted after being taught citizenship.  Instead, she implies that her 

students were already patriotic, and that the Americanization course can help them meet 

goals that they set for themselves (Ale).  By rejecting the images of immigrant as “Other” 

and instead representing the immigrant as “us,” the cultural pluralists created space for a 
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different pedagogy, one that would welcome immigrants’ home cultures and draw from 

the lived experiences that they brought with them to their new home.

Despite the pedagogical differences that marked the two groups of educators and 

the opposing representations of the immigrant that they embraced, the cultural 

assimilationists and the cultural pluralists shared an underlying faith in the fantasy of 

conversion.  They disagreed only on the degree to which the immigrant has been 

converted.  Parsons, for example, does not say that it isn’t necessary to transform the 

foreigners, but only that they are already “believers.”  In fact, cultural assimilationists and 

pluralists implicitly agreed that conversion of the immigrant was necessary and desirable, 

and even some of the most progressive turn-of-the-century educators embraced a model 

of English teaching that promoted an implicitly political ideology.  Like the sacred 

meaning of “conversion,” the immigrants’ civic transformation necessitated a shift in 

ideology.  By adopting the behaviors and habits of native-born Americans, immigrants 

could be taught to display the evidence of their conversion.  Whether they were cultural 

pluralists or assimilationists, most mainstream educators embraced the teaching of 

English as a means to transmit cultural values and mores.

Literacy and Civic Morality: Good Citizens, Good Workers, Good Women and Men

If educators assumed that the goal of literacy education was to win converts to a 

civic morality, what were the ideologies and ways of being inherent in this new morality?  

Although the fantasy theme of conversion was primarily a secular vision, throughout 

most of the 1800s literacy instruction had been an explicit goal of religious conversion, 
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and many immigrants learned to read and write through the Bible.4 An 1899 article in the 

journal Education alludes to this fact, proposing that educators develop textbook editions 

of the Bible to assist immigrants with pronunciation and comprehension.  The author 

concludes by urging educators to develop biblical materials for language learners and 

calling on churches to support such efforts because it is a “serious duty as well as special 

delight to cause to be made known even to the ends of the earth the words and precepts, 

commandments and admonitions of her Lord” (Mason 428).  Religious conversion was 

no longer an explicit goal in later years, and biblical references no longer permeated 

educational texts, but lessons in English were still infused with Christian morality.  Henry 

Goldberger’s Second Book in English emphasizes the importance of attending church 

through the actions of its main character, a Polish immigrant named Anton.  Anton 

attends church services in America even though his friends tease him for being “so 

religious” and suggest he wait until Christmas (121).  Several of the book’s chapters end 

with Anton murmuring praises and thanks to God.  Piety was one of the virtues that 

educators hoped their foreign students would acquire; one high school teacher, a 

contributor to the English Journal, laments that she “occasionally encounters a [student]

in that stage of unbelief that he fancies himself an atheist” (Marsh 90).  Church 

attendance and expressions of faith were marks of the “good conduct” that the textbooks 

advocated.  The Goldberger text, for instance, does not directly proselytize but rather tells 

its readers that attending church is an outward sign of their willingness to assimilate 

because “the American is religious and goes to church” (122).  By framing beliefs, 

values, and ideologies as civic matters, the Americanization workers began to replace the 
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outmoded Protestant morality with a new civic morality that incorporated some of the 

values of Protestantism at the same time that it embraced middle-class values such as 

assimilation, good conduct, and industrial progress.

The civic morality advocated by the textbooks was marked by middle-class 

values, particularly in its emphasis on personal responsibility and allegiance to business 

interests.  Textbooks were not only pro-business, but in many cases, explicitly anti-labor.  

Goldberger’s Second Book conveys its anti-union message through a series of adventures 

that befall the main character.  Anton finds a job in a cigar factory, is quickly promoted, 

and is delighted to be making more money than he ever thought possible.  But one day

some of the men convinced him to attend a union meeting:

Anton did not understand all that was said, but he gathered that the Union 

worked for the interest of all workers.  It is true, said the chairman, that in 

the shop they had not much to complain of: that the rates of pay were as 

high as anywhere in the country; that the working conditions in the factory 

were excellent; yet [ . . . ] employers of labor could not be trusted to better 

conditions if the workers were not united [ . . . ].  Anton's sympathies were 

of course with the working man's point of view.  He felt, however, that 

there was something wrong with the proposition that working men should 

dictate to the employer; should tell him whom he may hire and whom he 

may not hire.  He wondered [ . . . ] does the Union allow the employer the 

same freedom of action that that worker asks?  (128-29)
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Soon union troubles disturb life at the factory, the workers go on strike, and Anton loses 

his job when the owner is forced to close the factory.  In this excerpt the textbook glosses 

over the problem of factory working conditions and uses the union as a scapegoat for 

labor conflicts.  The book employs the logic of common sense; it sounds obvious that the 

people who own a business should be able to make decisions about it.  The textbook’s 

position against unionization and regulation of factory conditions can be better 

understood in light of the political context.  As turn-of-the-century America grappled 

with the effects of industrialization, “good conduct” for the middle-class and working 

class was behavior that helped industries to function smoothly.

If the first step in the conversion process was for the immigrants to become 

destabilized and unsure of their class allegiances, the second step would be to adopt the 

etiquette and outward manners of the new group.  Most textbooks taught workplace 

etiquette, either through narratives like the story of Anton or through other readings and 

exercises.  The First Steps manual, for instance, presents a series of lessons that convey 

important tips about workplace etiquette.  The topics include “seeking employment,” 

“understanding orders,” and “accident prevention.”  One lesson emphasizes following 

orders by asking students to repeat phrases such as “The foreman shows me how to use a 

cutting-knife” and “I must not waste material” (81).  A second exercise asks students to 

read a brief sequence that describes how a factory accident occurred.  In the narrative one 

worker is injured because another turned on a machine without doing a safety check.  The 

final sentences of the passage advise readers: “Peter was careless and will always be 

sorry.  Look at the machine before you turn on the power.”  Mainstream textbooks 
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framed such topics as lessons in efficiency and care; by never alluding to factory 

conditions or policies that may have contributed to accidents, the texts take an implicit 

political position.

Successfully converted newcomers were expected to not only adopt a pro-industry 

mindset but also a middle-class standard of living.  For example, when the character of 

Anton decides to save money by leaving his rented room for a crowded tenement 

apartment, his landlady discourages him and offers magnanimously to reduce his rent, for 

“‘your countrymen must be allowed to help you’” (83).  In fact, many Americans feared 

that crowded living conditions would spread disease, and they also resented immigrants 

because their lower standard of living allowed them to work for much cheaper wages.  If 

the textbooks tended to gloss over the economic and cultural hardships that immigrants 

faced, they usually did so by emphasizing the good intentions of business and property 

owners.  At the same time that the textbooks urged the immigrants to adopt middle-class 

values and standards of living, they also created a paternalistic image of the existing 

middle-class, who promised the newcomers that if they would adhere to their standards, 

native-born Americans would notice, reward, and eventually accept them.

By now it should be apparent that Americanization programs sought to teach far 

more than the English language or even “facts” about America; instead, they engaged in a 

comprehensive campaign to assimilate the immigrant culturally, socially, and 

linguistically.  They taught English as a series of lessons in conduct, such as the 

workplace etiquette that I describe above.  If literacy and its uses were taught as matters 

of etiquette and good conduct, those lessons were clearly gender-specific.  The behaviors 
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and values proposed by English textbooks were tied to notions of gender and ethnicity.  

Some texts were aimed at a specific gender, such as Ruth Austin’s Lessons in English for 

Foreign Women, which taught language through topics related to the domestic sphere, 

including child-rearing, housekeeping, and going to the market.  The Goldberger text, 

Second Book, with its narratives about the Polish immigrant, offers strict guidelines 

about appropriate interactions between men and women.  When Anton befriends an 

Italian girl at the factory, her father, who escorts her to work each day, quickly rebuffs 

him, and his friend tells him, “an Italian girl must not go out except with her relatives”

(108).  (Besides, the textbook tells us, Anton has a wife at home in Poland.) The 

appendix to the English for Coming Citizens book provides samples of letter forms for 

English learners, and these letters in particular seemed to be aimed at female students.  

They present scenarios that young women might participate in and invitations they might 

receive and respond to.  The suggested activities evoke “high culture” and leisure time, 

such as playing tennis and meeting friends for luncheon.

In addition to enlisting the working class to support the goals of industry and 

adopt middle-class standards of living, the Americanization movement also sought to 

involve immigrants in solving social problems, particularly those concerning hygiene and 

public health.  The very first book in the Goldberger series, English for Coming Citizens, 

begins with lessons in hygiene.  Students learn vocabulary about washing the hands, 

bathing, and making the bed.  These topics come even before such basic matters as 

discussing the weather or using American money, which come much later in the book.

The Second Book in English includes a narrative that emphasizes the danger of living in 
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tenements.  Of course, many immigrant communities desperately needed better public 

health services, particularly improvements to living conditions and education about 

disease prevention.  As Jacob Riis noted in How the Other Half Lives, side-effects of 

crowded, dirty tenements included outbreaks of cholera and small-pox.  The English for 

Citizens book was published in 1918 at the height of the flu pandemic, which was 

exacerbated by crowded urban conditions.  Matters of hygiene were not just good 

etiquette or markers of social class but had important consequences for public health.  By 

encouraging immigrants to adopt good hygiene, textbooks invited them to become active 

participants in addressing important social problems.

Textbook Pedagogy

The preceding section traces how a pedagogy of civic morality, rooted in gender 

and class-based notions about “good conduct,” was shaped by the public mandate for 

educators to address the immigration problem.  In that analysis I sought to draw out some 

of the ideological foundations of Progressive-Era pedagogy; in this section I will deal in 

more detail with the pedagogy itself, its method and means.  I argued earlier that 

educators’ representations of students were not incidental, but served as a foundation for 

competing pedagogies.  If both cultural assimilationists and cultural pluralists believed in 

a rhetorical vision of conversion and promoted patriotism and civic morality as the 

ultimate goals of literacy education, their common goals may initially seem to challenge 

my distinction between the two groups.  What makes them different, however, is not only 

their beliefs about the immigrant, but how these beliefs were put into practice.  By 
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representing the immigrant as a passive and easily manipulated stranger, cultural 

assimilationists established the need for a pedagogy that would relegate learners to a 

passive role and the teacher to that of monitor.  On the other hand, because they believed 

that the immigrant was already Americanized and patriotic, cultural pluralists did not

advocate a pedagogy of control but rather one that allowed for independent thinking and 

active participation by learners.

Those who embraced the image of the immigrant as a passive menace tended to 

promote pedagogies that assumed a passive role for learners, focusing on repetitive 

drilling or pronunciation exercises, mechanical correctness, and a limited literacy that 

required students only to repeat what they had been taught.  One manifestation of this 

pedagogy is the assimilationists’ emphasis on reading, a passive act, over writing, and 

pronunciation exercises over more natural verbal communication.  Mainstream textbooks 

encouraged a writing pedagogy that was limited in scope, perhaps in part because 

Americanization work was aimed at beginning or intermediate-level speakers of English 

who were not ready to do extensive writing in English.  However, the limited scope of 

writing instruction suggests that conservative educators expected passivity from students 

and taught them literacy in its most narrow, utilitarian form.  The authors of the First 

Steps book, for example, present writing only as an exercise in penmanship and 

correctness.  The authors suggest teaching penmanship and letter formation, then copying 

and dictation, very gradually advancing to more original assignments such as responding 

to newspaper ads or sending telegrams (130).  Writing is presented as a skill with 

narrowly defined rules, best learned by repetition.  Although writing was not emphasized, 
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the authors do urge teachers not to be “over-meticulous” in correcting the students’ 

grammar and spelling as the focus should be on “[giving] the student the power to put on 

paper in understandable form the thoughts that he can express by word of mouth” (131).  

The writing exercises for advanced students (particularly in the book America for 

Coming Citizens) include responding to questions about readings, completing sentences 

by filling them in with new vocabulary words,  and paraphrasing or summarizing the 

reading.  Goldberger also suggests giving students writing assignments on prescribed 

topics such as “America honors the name of Christopher Columbus” or “Why private 

ownership was more successful than common ownership” (8).

Despite the emphasis on rote repetition, pronunciation, and grammatical 

correctness, even the most conservative educators recognized that teaching would be 

more effective if it focused on the meaning and contexts of communication.  In the 

Second Book for Coming Citizens, for instance, Goldberger suggests that teachers 

introduce each chapter by explaining unfamiliar words and giving students many 

opportunities for practice.  Goldberger tells teachers that instead of focusing on 

pronunciation, they should make sure that students can understand what they are reading 

and use it in real-life circumstances (xii-xvii).  Progressive-Era educators were influenced 

by the trend toward professionalization and the movement to establish scientifically 

sound pedagogies.  One manifestation of this movement was the emergence of the Direct 

Method of language teaching, which was advocated by most of the textbooks and 

manuals for teachers.  The Direct Method was an attempt to teach meaning and 
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functionality over correctness.  Teachers were encouraged to use props, act out simple 

narrative sequences, or ask students to respond to simple instructions in English.5

Conservative textbooks embodied a contradiction in their beliefs about pedagogy 

and the non-native speaker.  On one hand, Americanization was cultural assimilation; as 

the First Steps book describes it, “welding” the mind of the immigrant.  On the other 

hand, the authors advocate a teaching method that sometimes sounds similar to what 

today’s liberal pedagogues might advocate.  They write, “A teacher can’t learn [sic] a 

class anything [ . . . ].  Knowledge can’t be passed over, ready-made, from the teacher to 

the pupil who receives it passively.  The pupil must make his own knowledge and must 

work to do it” (58).  The authors continue, “Nine times out of ten the teacher does too 

much talking” (59). This position might seem to echo some of today's teaching practices, 

but the authors do not claim to have liberating aims.  The focus on student output is not 

intended to create student-centered classrooms.  Instead, the teacher is encouraged to 

maintain rigid control and enforce strict standards.  For example, Mahoney and Herlihy 

advise teachers to call on students frequently to keep them alert, and to “shift the mode of 

attack” so that students are constantly ready to respond to questions (60).  In spite of their 

professed desire for students to be active learners, many educators felt it was a teacher’s 

duty to maintain strict control of that learning.

Educators were torn between the desire to promote learning for individual growth 

and democratic participation and the pressure to use literacy as a form of social control.  I 

noted earlier that the First Steps authors envision community literacy programs as sites 

where immigrants’ language practices and social interactions could be monitored.  
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However, the authors also express the desire to value students’ home cultures and the 

knowledge they bring with them.  They urge teachers to learn about students’ homelands

and suggest that social clubs for immigrants are sites where they can sing songs in their 

vernacular (as well as in English).  They argue that the “man on the street” who 

condemns such activities would be wrong, but they later add, “there is no form of social 

activity which allows for a more free and natural expression of the social side of the 

immigrant than supervised [emphasis added] social dancing parties” (41).  Moreover, the 

authors urge the teachers to recognize the holidays and heroes of the students’ home 

cultures, to display maps and help the students talk about their journeys from the 

homeland.  This way, “it comes to the class like a revelation that the teacher knows 

something of their antecedents and their inheritance” (56).  The authors add that teachers 

should respect the influence of students’ home cultures because “Americanization does 

not demand that these be ruthlessly stamped out, or condemned to smolder in secret 

places.  They symbolize the spiritual inheritance that the Old World offers to the New” 

(57). While the evening schools were criticized for teaching irrelevant rhymes and 

repetitive exercises, some educators recognized the need to introduce useful material that 

related to students’ everyday lives and needs.  The First Steps authors recommend such 

activities as studying the want ads to learn about job opportunities and learning how to 

purchase goods in the shops and use the streetcars.  Further, they encourage teachers to 

bring newspapers to the intermediate and advanced readers and ask them to debate the 

important issues of the day and learn how to find important information from sources 

(125).
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For those who rejected the image of immigrant as stranger and believed that the 

immigrants were by and large already “converted,” patriotic citizens, there was less 

danger in encouraging them to be active learners and independent thinkers.  For instance, 

Ida Ale, a teacher and English Journal contributor, describes a pedagogy that is tailored to 

students’ immediate needs and community lives, in which they shape the classroom 

agenda and use their first language where appropriate.  In order to help her immigrant 

students acclimate to their new neighborhoods, Ale describes taking them on outings to 

the post office and the library.  Yet her pedagogy is not limited to teaching immigrants 

how to function in everyday situations.  Instead, she explains that her ultimate purpose is 

to help the student think independently about social and political issues: “I said in the 

beginning that we ought to teach our men to think.  By that I mean to think 

independently.  Many of my students think they must say what their ‘bosses’ tell them to 

say” (18).  This emphasis on individual expression for democratic participation was 

fundamental to the progressive education movement.

Even by today’s standards, many of the cultural pluralists espoused a pedagogy 

that was truly progressive (in the sense of being democratic or promoting social justice).  

They maintained that Americanization could include maintenance of and respect for the 

students’ first language and culture and envisioned a place for that culture both within the 

English classroom and outside of it.  For example, Ida Ale teaches her students how to 

write a letter by explaining the format in English.  Because most of her students have 

family members in Europe, she suggests that they practice the new format by writing to 

their families in their own languages.  Ale’s positive view of the use of students’ first 
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languages contrasts with the assimilationist s who urge teachers to insist upon “One 

nation, one language, one flag” (Thorngate 128).  Like Ale, Helen Cohen argues that 

students can benefit from attending cultural events and hearing lectures in their own 

language.  She feels that it is “quite natural” that students should speak their first 

languages at home (627).

For the cultural pluralists, multiculturalism was a dialectical process, not a one-

way indoctrination of the immigrant student.  These educators understood that not only 

did the immigrants need to learn English and American culture, but that Americans 

themselves needed a better understanding of world cultures.  Cohen, for example, praises 

her students for their extensive knowledge of the literature of their homelands, telling an 

anecdote that supports this point.  She writes that her students

bring to my classes, not infrequently, a knowledge of European literature 

which embarrasses me.  I well remember Sonia, aged sixteen, who one 

day left on my desk [ . . . ] a copy of by Prince Kropotkin with a 

whispered, “Miss Cohen, I should like to have you know a little about 

Russian literature.”  I have often had students who drew my notice to 

literary parallels in continental literature of which I was ignorant.  (629)

At the annual NCTE meeting in 1920, one speaker presents on a correspondence program 

that allows American students to exchange letters with Europeans, and he urges teachers 

to consider activities that will broaden students’ knowledge of other cultures: “That is no 

true patriot who loves America less because he has learned to appreciate other countries 

more.  True nationalism implies so much of internationalism as may come from 
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acquaintance, accurate knowledge, and intelligent sympathy” (Nation Council of 

Teachers of English, “Proceedings” 58).

Not only did these educators allow a place for multiculturalism in their courses, 

they also encouraged students to be politically engaged, and they attempted to connect 

their classroom activities to the students’ interests, lived experiences, and political needs.  

The focus was on active and useful learning, not on rigid standards or notions of 

correctness.  For example, one teacher asked his students to create a school newspaper 

and to write plays that they perform for their classmates.  The focus, he writes, “is not 

[on] the correctness of the language used, but [on] the power of speech” (Cook 21).  

Cook calls his approach the “community English” model, and in his survey of the turn-

of-the-century English Journal, Gallagher also makes note of this approach.  Many 

progressive educators, says Gallagher, recognized “the need to make educational projects 

‘real’ and responsive to the needs of the particular school and community in which 

students worked” (20).

Alternative Visions of Immigrant Education

In this chapter I illustrated some of the conflicting tendencies that marked 

mainstream education of non-native speakers at the turn of the nineteenth century.  

Certainly there were conflicting tendencies, such as the tension between cultural 

pluralism and assimilation and the competing desires to help students to become active 

participants in a democratic society and a pressure to create efficient workers.  While 

educators’ beliefs about the immigrants helped to shape a variety of pedagogies for them, 
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much mainstream pedagogy at heart embraced a rhetorical vision of Americanization as 

conversion, which served as the primary fantasy-theme that shaped most pedagogies, 

even truly progressive ones.  While mainstream educators embraced the status quo and 

attempted to indoctrinate foreigners into middle-class values and viewpoints, however, 

some activists and immigrants themselves resisted the rhetorical vision of conversion and 

constructed pedagogies that explicitly rejected civic morality and middle-class values.  

Chapter Four will explore those pedagogies and visions of Americanization that existed 

on the margins of the mainstream.
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CHAPTER FOUR
“ENGLISH NOT AMERICANIZATION:” RESISTANCE AND ALTERNATIVE 

VISIONS OF AMERICANIZATION

In Chapter Three I examined the dominant rhetoric of Americanization, a 

movement that embraced a fantasy theme of conversion, which viewed literacy and 

language education as tools for cultural indoctrination.  This chapter expands the scope 

by investigating the critics of mainstream Americanization, who challenged its rhetorical 

vision and offered alternative models for the teaching of English to non-native speakers.  

I will look at a range of rhetors, including immigrant writers, settlement house workers, 

and labor activists.  These writers spanned the political continuum from fairly 

conservative to quite leftist, but they shared a desire for a more inclusive approach to the 

teaching of English.  I’m aware of the difficulty inherent in sorting educators and 

activists into discrete categories and labeling them according to their goals and 

ideologies, which are so diverse that they resist cataloging.  I should note, then, that I will 

attempt to describe competing tendencies rather than distinct approaches, philosophies, or 

groups.  We saw in the previous chapter that mainstream educators were not unified in 

their beliefs about teaching and learning; similarly, their opponents were also quite 

diverse. 

Despite their differences, the critics of Americanization shared some 

commonalities.  In general, they recognized and resisted the primary rhetorical strategies 

used by proponents of mainstream Americanization. For instance, they rejected the 

argument that immigration had created a cultural or educational crisis, and they 

challenged the image of the foreigner as an ominous stranger.  Alternative educators 
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argued that social turmoil resulted from complex factors and that immigration was as 

much a result of social upheaval as a cause.1  While some critics of Americanization saw 

literacy and language learning as a conversion (spiritual, personal, or civic), their vision 

of conversion revealed it to be a complex process, fraught with conflict for the immigrant 

learner.  Rather than looking to English education as a tool for social control and 

industrial efficiency, alternative educators and immigrant writers hoped that education 

could lead to a better democracy, a stronger sense of empowerment for learners, and a 

more egalitarian, just society.  Immigrant writers in particular used their literacy 

narratives to expose the bias inherent in the Americanization campaign and to argue for 

alternative approaches.  Two of these alternatives included the settlement house and the 

workers education movement.  The settlement house model encouraged non-native 

speakers to build on the linguistic and cultural heritage that they brought with them to the 

US.  It created a space where learning was tied to community needs and rooted in the 

democratic process.  Likewise, labor education programs also sought to involve students 

in the democratic process and to address their needs in the workplace and in daily life.  

These two models envisioned literacy and language education as tools that could 

empower students, helping them to work for social transformation rather than individual 

conversion or self-improvement.  

As in previous chapters, I will incorporate Bormann’s fantasy-theme analysis as a 

lens for studying the rhetoric of Americanization.  In addition to using educators’ 

accounts of their work, I will use a number of immigrants’ personal narratives.  In their 

essay on this genre, Janet Eldred and Peter Mortensen explain that these narratives are 
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distinctive in that they provide insight into the “ongoing, social process of language 

acquisition” (512).  Studying such texts can help us to explore “the nature of literacy 

education” and “the relationship between literacy and socialization, employment, and 

mobility” (513).  The immigrants’ narratives reveal that they pursued education with 

conflicting goals.  On one hand, they desired to assimilate and become productive 

citizens; on the other hand, they resisted the monolingual, monocultural model presented 

by the mainstream Americanization campaign and sought alternative models that would 

allow them to use literacy for democratic participation.  

Rhetoric of Crisis and the Immigrant as “Other” 

In earlier chapters I argued that the popular media adopted a rhetoric of crisis to 

discuss immigrants’ literacy practices and the need to educate them.  Critics of 

Americanization recognized that much of the campaign was marked by this sense of 

crisis.  For instance, in a 1922 collection of immigrant writing, Robert Stauffer remarks 

that “It is [a valid] question whether a vast amount of time, energy, and money has not 

been misspent in a hysterical endeavor to get the adult immigrant to change his 

vernacular and foreign ways” (11-12).  Stauffer recognizes that efforts to convert the 

newcomers are a result of a national “hysteria” built upon an obsession with trivial 

aspects of the immigrants’ dress and behavior.  He rejects the notion that immigrants can 

be made into good Americans simply by “the mere alteration of language and dress” (12).  

Stauffer, like a number of immigrant writers cited in his anthology, criticizes the 
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Americanization campaign for its preoccupation with middle-class manners, behaviors, 

and patterns of consumption. 

We saw in chapters two and three that the sense of crisis that marked the debate 

about immigrant education was grounded in the vision of the foreigner as an ominous 

stranger.  Critics of the movement were quick to recognize and reject this image.  I noted 

in Chapter Three that some progressive educators (like Jane Addams) even attempted to 

replace the image of the “stranger” with the more reassuring one of the “pilgrim.”  Other 

activist educators, such as the members of the Workers Education Bureau, went even 

farther by attacking the stranger figure and identifying its roots in class unrest and 

economic turmoil.  In her address at the 1921 Workers Education Conference, Anna 

Riley Hale, organizer of the Trade Union College of Greater New York, denounces the 

public tendency to blame the immigrant for economic and social problems, urging labor 

educators to reject the “latest and most sinister argument of the employing class [ . . . ]

which endeavor[s] to make the foreigner in America the ‘goat’ of all industrial unrest and

pretend[s] that any dissatisfaction with existing conditions or with our economic system 

[is] evidence of disloyalty to the American constitution and American ideals” (22).  By 

rejecting the image of the immigrant as stranger, Hale refutes several assumptions of the 

mainstream rhetoric of Americanization.  First, she disputes the notion that the immigrant 

is a cause of social problems, recognizing instead that immigrants are caught up in 

complex industrial and economic systems that are beyond their control.  Secondly, she 

attacks the tendency to associate activism with a lack of patriotism.  Because the 

workers’ education movement was formed out of a desire to change existing systems of 
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labor, it was also built upon the assumption that dissent and activism were not 

unpatriotic, but essential to a democratic society.

Perhaps alternative educators rejected the stranger characterization with such 

force because they often found themselves “Othered.”  While mainstream teachers may 

have encountered public skepticism or resistance, progressive and leftist educators faced 

outright hostility and sometimes the threat of harm.  For this reason, they were even more 

keenly aware of the social context of their work.  The danger associated with labor 

education efforts is illustrated by an anecdote given during the chair’s address at the 1922 

Workers Education Conference in New York City.  The chair, James H. Maurer, 

describes the experience of a colleague who began a class for workers in Harrisburg.  The 

teacher was elated on the first night to find twenty five students in attendance.  The 

numbers quickly dwindled to twelve, however, and the instructor

found out then that the others had been detectives, secret service men and 

so on.  And, of course, the detectives were very busy. They reported to the 

Governor of the State, to the local school board, to the State Educational 

Department, that we were nothing but a band of traitors to our Nation, 

who were making Bolshevistic propaganda.  (Workers Bureau, Second 

National Conference 12)  

Nonetheless, the teacher forged on with his small class and became one of the founding 

members of the Bureau (12).  Some labor educators were politically moderate, and some 

were rather conservative, aligning themselves with industry and sponsoring programs in 

conjunction with business owners.  Nonetheless, many workers’ programs were 
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considered suspect due to the cultural anxiety over the growing labor movement in the 

United States.  

Like the workers’ programs, settlement houses also encountered criticism because 

they were involved in local politics and labor conflicts.  In her memoir Jane Addams 

describes the hostility that the Chicago settlement house faced when it provided a forum 

for political discussion and debate.  Hull House was often accused of promoting 

radicalism because its critics “refused to distinguish sentiments expressed by [the 

settlement club] members [ . . . ] and the opinions held by the residents themselves” 

(122).  The settlement workers found the hostility increasing when they supported 

legislation to require factory inspections and limit the workweek for women and children.  

The Pullman strike of 1894 also created difficulties for the settlement, which “lost many 

friends” when it supported the railroad workers (Addams 151).  Hull House depended on 

wealthy Chicagoans for financial support, but it also championed the rights of the 

working-class, labor groups, and immigrant tenement-dwellers.  Naturally, the interests 

of the settlement and its supporters sometimes conflicted.  

Conflicted Conversion: Immigrants’ Literacy Narratives as Evidence of Resistance

In Chapter Three I argued that mainstream Americanization programs sought to 

transform the immigrants by teaching English as civic morality.  In this section I will 

examine immigrants’ literacy narratives to explore how they experienced this pressure to 

“convert.”  Perhaps no other group of rhetors understood the vision of conversion as well 

as immigrant writers did.  Many of them recognized that the pressure to assimilate was 
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rooted in hostility and fear of foreigners.  For instance, Bagdasar Baghdigian, an 

Armenian journalist from St. Louis, disagrees with those who “insist that the foreign-born 

should either learn our language or ‘get out.’”  This attitude, he says, will result in more 

ethnic conflict and a stronger sense of national pride in immigrant learners, who will 

respond by resisting indoctrination and clinging more firmly to their native language and 

customs (15).  Baghdigian’s memoir, Americanism in Americanization, is an interesting 

case study of immigrants’ resistance to Americanization.  His book is a hybrid work—

part memoir and part political and educational manifesto.  Baghdigian surveys the 

educational programs available to immigrants by reviewing their methods, curricula, and 

program goals.  He criticizes most of them for teaching a mindless assortment of facts 

from different disciplines (civics, history, English, health) with little meaning, use, or 

connection to one another.  Caught between two cultures and two linguistic heritages, he 

struggles to reconcile them and create a space for hyphenated Americans to participate in 

the public dialogue about nationality, social unity, and education.  The Americanism

book is a study in contradictions.  Baghdigian is politically conservative, favoring 

stringent literacy requirements for voters and advocating assimilation for newcomers.  

His vision of an ideal educational program is similar to those he criticizes in that it 

emphasizes patriotism, civics, and American history.  He expresses mistrust of the 

foreign press and radical movements.  

While Baghdigian sprinkles his book with religious metaphors and narratives, he 

insists upon the need for secular education.  We saw in Chapter Three that the rhetorical 

vision of conversion was mainly concerned with the civic rather than the spiritual, but 
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nonetheless this civic morality was infused with Protestant values.  Many 

Americanization programs did in fact have missionary goals.  But while the Americanism

book is built around a religious rhetoric, its author explicitly rejects the tendency of 

English educators to proselytize, probably because “the wounds of religious intolerance 

were fresh in [his] memory” (102).  Baghdigian condemns the missionary approach of 

groups like the YMCA and reveals that he frequently encountered opposition to his 

attempts to organize secular programs in St. Louis.  He insists that “What the world needs 

then is not a continuous abstract belief in a Deity far off, but a practical knowledge of 

Liberty, Fraternity, and Democracy, the attributes of God” (107).  He rejects a missionary 

approach but attributes “God-like” qualities to American democracy. 

Although Baghdigian rejects the model of Americanization as a missionary 

enterprise, his position on civic conversion is less clear.  On one hand, he criticizes this 

vision, claiming that the “blind determination to ‘convert’ [the foreigner]” will only result 

in a “determination not to be converted” (17).  Despite this statement, however, 

Baghdian’s own literacy narrative adopts conversion as a major theme.  Ernest Bormann 

notes that the most zealous rhetors are often recent “converts” to a particular point of 

view, and indeed, in their defense of America, immigrant writers were fiercely patriotic.  

Perhaps for this reason, the conversion narrative was a central motif in their narratives.  

Baghdigian’s account of his education in the United States takes on the form of a 

religious quest for knowledge and eventually citizenship.  The religion that he advocates 

is American democracy, in which the political system is the prophet or truth that 

immigrants flock to.  For him, America is a voice “repeating anew the Sermon on the 



111

Mount and heralding the coming of a new social, political, economic, and religious order 

[ . . . ]. It is a religion in which all creeds unite to function for the good of all” (33).  

Having come to the United States from a repressive regime of Turkish control in 

Armenia, he sees America as a haven from oppression and threat.  

For many immigrant writers, the story of their journeys from the homeland and 

pursuit of education in the US is a spiritual quest in which finding America is like finding 

religion.  Even the titles of immigrants’ memoirs reflect this theme: Anzia Yezierska’s 

collection of stories and essays about immigrant life is titled How I Found America.  

Mary Antin, a Russian immigrant, called her memoir The Promised Land.  Like 

Baghdigian’s memoir, Antin and Yezierska’s narratives are organized around tropes that 

frame the discovery of America as a religious quest.  For instance, Antin structures her 

memoir around the theme of the Jewish exodus and search for a homeland.  Her chapter 

titles include “Daily Bread,” “The Tree of Knowledge,” “The Exodus,” “The Promised 

Land,” “Manna,” and “A Kingdom in the Slums.” Her memoir chronicles her journey 

from a Jewish settlement in Russia to Boston, Massachusetts.  Ernest Bormann points out 

that the theme of the quest is common in American evangelical (and secular) rhetoric: 

“The appeal of a new start has been a strong and continuing one in the United States.  

One of the impelling dramas of America has been the old mythic scenario of a quest [ . . . 

].  The dream is appealing because it suggests that a person can leave cares behind and 

move to a new region, take up a new job, and meet new people” (141).  The vision of the

quest is a fitting one for immigrant writers because their stories detail a literal journey as 

well as a figurative one.  The theme of the quest is a variation on the theme of 
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conversion, but one that complicates that initial vision.  While the conversion narratives 

that we saw in Chapter Three emphasizes the moment of assimilation, the narrative of the 

quest emphasizes the arduous journey required in order to be transformed. 

After the arduous process of the quest, the immigrants’ narratives culminate in a 

conversion, symbolized by both Antin and Yezierska as a rebirth.  Antin introduces her 

memoir with this theme.  She writes: “I am the spiritual offspring of the marriage within 

my conscious experience of the Past and the Present.  My second birth was no less a birth 

because there was no distinct incarnation [ . . . ].  I emerged a new being, something that 

had not been before” (xvii). The “new being” that emerges is an assimilated American 

woman.  For Antin, the experience of being reborn is at least in part a linguistic 

phenomenon.  One of her most transforming experiences in the US was her first year of 

school, where she absorbed English so quickly she astonished her teachers.  She praises 

her teacher’s classroom methods, which were “so simple that [she wished] holiness could 

be taught in the same way” (207).  The “holy” experience of learning English instilled in 

Antin a love of language.  She uses the metaphor of the bouquet of flowers to describe 

how she acquired the language “word by word [ . . . ] like gathering a posy blossom by 

blossom” (210).  Because her early school experiences in the US were positive, Antin 

was instilled with the love of language, the desire to write, and the drive to share her 

work with a public audience.  It was her initial love affair with language and 

encouragement from her grammar-school teachers that helped Antin to assimilate almost 

completely by the time she reached adulthood.2
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The rhetorical vision of new birth was an apt metaphor to capture the linguistic, 

cultural, and social changes that immigrants undertook as they transformed from “Old 

World” emigrants to hyphenated citizens of the New World.  Ernest Bormann explains 

that the fantasy vision of new birth was often called upon in order to “celebrate a sense of 

place and community” (142).  But the rhetorical vision of “new birth” also emphasized 

the hardships and alienation associated with being re-born into a new culture or 

community.  The “new birth” was a “consciousness-raising” rhetoric, particularly 

appealing to “those who were unhappy with themselves and their condition in this world [ 

. . . ]” (141).  On their journey toward becoming assimilated Americans, both Antin and 

Yezierska encountered many hardships, including poverty, discrimination, and mental 

illness.  

In tracing their journey from the quest to the “new birth” of conversion, the 

immigrants’ memoirs take on the features of the spiritual autobiography.  Evelyn Salz 

notes that this genre originated in England and was carried on in America by the Quakers, 

Puritans, African-American slaves, and a few famous politicians like Benjamin Franklin 

and Frederick Douglas.  A spiritual autobiography is generally written as a description of 

a journey motivated by “the hunger for and veneration of education” (xvi).  The three 

memoirs that I cite above all share a preoccupation with the search for education, and this 

preoccupation is especially acute for Anzia Yezierska.  Yezierska was born in a Jewish 

ghetto in Poland, but her family moved to New York City, and later on she ended up in 

Hollywood, California, where she worked as a screenwriter.  Many of her stories and 

essays take the form of a spiritual autobiography in which the main characters struggle to 
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become educated in America.  The examples I cite below come from Yezierska’s fiction, 

but it’s worth noting that her stories were almost always autobiographical in some form.  

Her critics often complained that Yezierska wrote the same story over and over again: An 

immigrant girl comes to America yearning to be educated and struggles to better herself 

despite the well-meaning teachers and social workers who discourage her.  Many of her 

stories echoes anecdotes from her memoirs, and her characters’ literacy narratives 

parallel Yezierska’s own experiences with education.  Like Baghdigian and Antin, 

Yezierska expresses the desire for education as a religious quest culminating in rebirth: 

“The ideal of going to college was like the birth of a new religion in my soul.  It put new 

fire in my eyes and new strength in my tired arms and fingers” (73).

At first glance, these three immigrant writers—Antin, Baghdigian, and 

Yezierska— may seem to embrace the rhetoric of the mainstream Americanization 

movement with its emphasis on civic conversion. However, a closer look at their 

memoirs reveals that by incorporating the theme of the spiritual quest, they emphasize the 

hardships associated with becoming Americanized and criticize the assumptions and 

morality that guide much of the effort to educate non-native speakers.  While these 

writers are fiercely loyal to their adopted homelands, they nonetheless argue that 

assimilation into the new culture is a difficult process, fraught with alienation, isolation, 

and self-doubt.  The writers are painfully aware of the moments when they are treated as 

interlopers by native-born Americans.  Because some of their first experiences with 

Americanization occur in school, many of these incidents occur in that setting.  

Baghdigian, for instance, recounts the story of his first day at an American school.  One 
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of his teachers was unable to spell his Armenian name, and she said to him, “Change 

your name to Smith, Jones, or a name like that and become Americanized.  Give up 

everything you brought with you from the Old Country.  You did not bring anything 

worthwhile anyway” (18).  By attacking his name and cultural heritage, the woman 

criticizes the core of Baghdigian’s identity.  Rather than convincing him to assimilate, her 

comments spark resistance.  As he puts it: “This hare-brained woman is trying to make an 

American out of me.  I defy her to do it [ . . . ] Her remarks cut deep into me and I felt the 

pang, for I knew that without my childhood training to sustain me during my first two 

years in America, I would have gone under” (18).  In fact, many of the most demeaning, 

painful moments recounted in these three spiritual autobiographies occur in school 

settings.  For each of these writers, the quest to become educated is as painful and de-

humanizing as it is ultimately empowering for them.  

Immigrant writers recognized that the middle-class morality that educators 

imposed on them was preoccupied with outward marks of assimilation such as 

mannerisms and appearance.  We saw in Chapter Three that educators attempted to teach 

standards of conduct and hygiene to immigrant learners as part of the process of their 

conversion from “un-Americans” to citizens.  For immigrants that process of being 

“transformed” on the outside was one of the most humiliating aspects of 

Americanization.  In the story “Soap and Water,” Yezierska offers a scathing indictment 

of the emphasis that educators placed on immigrants’ mannerisms and appearances.  

When the narrator, who has just finished her college coursework, goes to pick up her 

diploma, she finds that the dean of the teachers’ college has decided to withhold it from 
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her.  The dean explains that she cannot recommend the girl for any teaching position 

because “[the narrator’s] skin looked oily, [her] hair unkempt, and [her] finger-nails sadly 

neglected.  She [complains that the student is] utterly unmindful of the little niceties of 

the well-groomed lady [ . . . ].  And she [ends] with ‘Soap and water are cheap.  Anyone 

can be clean’” (71).  The character fumes that

while they condemned me as unfit to be a teacher, because of my 

appearance, I was slaving to keep them clean.  I was slaving in a laundry 

from five to eight in the morning, before going to college, and from six to 

eleven at night, after coming home from college.  Eight hours of work a 

day, outside my studies.  Where was the time and the strength for the 

‘little niceties of the well-groomed lady?  (72)

Yezierska (through her narrator) recognized that the emphasis on “little niceties” like 

hygiene and appearance are rooted in middle-class assumptions that ignore working-class 

realities.  Literacy and language skills, diplomas and credentials were not enough to 

guarantee immigrants’ upward mobility because outward markers of “cultural illiteracy” 

remained significant barriers.  The girl in the story responds to the dean’s treatment by 

confronting the woman and demanding her diploma.  Not only does she reject the 

judgment that finds her “unwashed” and unsatisfactory, she argues that it is her labor that 

keeps the middle-class teachers supplied with laundered, freshly pressed clothes.  By 

defending her appearance and personal habits, Yezierska celebrates the “un-genteel” 

realities of working-class life.  Ernest Bormann explains that the rhetorical emphasis on 

the “un-genteel,” a prominent feature of American nationalistic rhetoric, is rooted in the 
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veneration of the frontier and marked by a celebration of the “here-and-now existence,” 

even when that existence may have seemed “squalid, mean, and degrading” to outsiders.  

The un-genteel vision “created a highly cohesive community of people zealously 

dedicated to its values, motives, and emotional evocations.  The trauma of conversion 

created commitment.  The more difficult and painful it is to gain admission to a group, 

the more drawn to the group are its converts” (142-43).  

Immigrants’ literacy narratives reveal that school was often a setting for class 

conflict because it brought middle-class teachers and working-class students together.  

The paradox of the immigrants’ conversion narratives is that while education was the 

ultimate goal of their spiritual quests, it also isolated immigrant learners.  Yezierska’s 

stories highlight the experiences of the working-class woman in higher education, 

emphasizing her distance from the privileged students who have the luxury of wearing 

fine clothes and the leisure time to socialize with one another.  For the immigrant who 

desired education above all else, as Yezierska did, it was a cruel blow to arrive at an 

American college and find oneself completely out of place.  For Yezierska, that feeling of 

being out of place persisted throughout her life, even during a relatively prosperous 

period in the 1920s when her book was made into a film (Hungry Hearts) and she was 

invited to Hollywood to work for a major film studio.  Like Yezierska, Mary Antin’s 

education and assimilation into American society were also sources of great conflict.  

Antin writes: “Happening when it did, the emigration became of the most vital 

importance to me personally.  All the processes of uprooting, transportation, replanting, 
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acclimatization, and development took place in my own soul.  I felt the pang, the fear, the 

wonder, and the joy of it [ . . . ].  It is painful to be consciously of two worlds” (xiv).  

Through their narratives, immigrants offered resistance to and criticism of the 

rhetorical vision of the mainstream Americanization movement, particularly in its 

emphasis on middle-niceties and “good conduct.”   Although to some extent the 

immigrant writers embraced the vision of civic conversion and pursued education as a 

means to their own cultural assimilation, their visions of conversion reveal it to be a 

complex and complicated process.  Moreover, their narratives suggest that it is not only 

immigrants who are in need of conversion, but Americans themselves—particularly 

educators—who must be transformed if they want to reach their immigrant students.  

They use their narratives to highlight the spiritual emptiness that they find in many 

Americans.  For Baghdigian in particular, this discovery sparks a crisis of faith upon his 

arrival in America, where his belief in “Christian kindness, democracy, and spirituality 

found no support from the existing condition, for the seemingly American job, the slavish 

effort to keep that job, [ . . . ] no chance to save any money and a mere animal existence” 

(19).  He asks: 

Where is ‘life,’ when a man ekes out a bare living laboring all day and, in 

spite of his untold cares, has to attend night school, otherwise either work 

or some privilege is denied him by his employer?  Where is ‘liberty,’ 

when a man is denied employment or humane treatment by his fellow 

workers unless he is a naturalized citizen?  Where is happiness, when a 

man is made to think his economic interests demand that he abandon the 



119

language that expresses his joys and sorrows, his aims and ambitions [ . . . 

] and [acquire] another tongue, whose sentiment is foreign to him?  This is 

not what America wants to convey to her foreign-born, but it is the 

conclusion forced upon them by the works of many so-called 

Americanization experts.  (23)

The genre of the spiritual autobiography was an apt form for the immigrants’ literacy 

autobiographies.  In many ways it echoed the rhetoric of the Americanization movement, 

emphasizing the vision of conversion and the goal of cultural assimilation as a 

worthwhile pursuit for immigrant Americans.  However, by framing civic conversion as 

an arduous quest, immigrant rhetors were able to criticize the mainstream movement 

while maintaining their status as recently converted “insiders” to Americanism.  

The rhetorical visions of conversion and spiritual quest helped the immigrant 

writers to establish a common identity so that they could speak not only for themselves 

but for the many immigrants without access to literacy, whose voices would otherwise 

not be heard.  In The Promised Land, Mary Antin explicitly recognizes that she is writing 

her memoir not for herself but for the countless other immigrants who would not be heard 

unless she spoke for them.  She writes: 

It is because I understand my history [ . . . ] to be typical of many, that I 

consider it worth recording.  My life is a concrete illustration of a 

multitude of statistical facts.  Although I have written a genuine personal 

memoir, I believe that its chief interest lies in the fact that it is illustrative 

of scores of unwritten lives.  I am only one of many whose fate it has been 
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to live a page of modern history [ . . . ].  Before we came, the New World 

knew not the Old; but since we have begun to come, the Young World has 

taken the Old by the hand, and the two are learning to march side by side, 

seeking a common destiny.  (xiii).  

Through their literacy narratives, immigrant writers gave voice to the experiences of 

millions of newcomers in the US.  They constructed an identity for those newcomers that 

placed them alongside native-born Americans as fellow citizens, not as passive strangers 

in need of conversion. 

While the three writers I discussed above all chose the genre of the spiritual 

autobiography, not all immigrant memoirs took this form.  Hilda Polacheck, a Polish 

immigrant and a Hull House settlement club member, also uses the story of her literacy 

and language acquisition to make an argument about immigration and Americanism.  But 

Polacheck’s experience of becoming American was not marked by the same conflicts that 

the other writers recount, and so her struggle to become an assimilated American is not 

presented in the form of a spiritual quest or rebirth.

Polacheck was a Jewish immigrant from Poland who settled in Chicago and 

eventually became a part of Jane Addams’ settlement house community.  Like Mary 

Antin, Polacheck’s early schooling experiences were primarily positive, and they instilled 

in her a desire to become Americanized and to pursue her education in the US.  Her 

experiences in school were not marked by the class conflict and xenophobia that 

Yezierska and Baghdigian experienced, and so the gap between her home life and 

American culture was not a pronounced conflict.  Although she attended a school 
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designed for poor children, looking back she muses that “the important thing is that at no 

time did I feel that I was the object of anyone’s charity” (39).  She credits a grammar-

school teacher for helping her to love language and to desire to continue her education.  

Like that grammar-school teacher, Jane Addams, the founder of Hull House, had a 

profound effect on Polacheck’s intellectual development in the later years of her

adolescence and early adulthood, and Polacheck views Addams as a mentor, teacher, and 

role model whose guidance left a deep impression throughout her life.  

Although Polacheck does not adopt the genre of a spiritual autobiography, her 

memoir does invoke the vision of the quest.  Her quest has few religious overtones;

rather, it is a quest for personal agency and social justice.  In contrast to Baghdigian, 

Yezierska, and Antin, Polacheck is not excessively patriotic, and she does not extol the 

virtues of democracy; instead, she is critical of her social and political context.  Education 

is the key element that allows her to take a critical view.  Unlike those other writers, 

Polacheck did not emigrate under the circumstance of ethnic genocide or poverty.  Like 

Yezierska, Polacheck came from a Jewish family in Poland.  They were a prosperous 

family; Polacheck’s father “was the only Jewish Tombstone carver in Wloclawek.  And 

since people died fairly regularly [ . . . ] [her] father was kept busy and earned 

considerable sums of money.  In short, [they] were not poor” (6).  Being the daughter of a 

prosperous artisan, Polacheck lived a comfortable life during her first few years in 

America.  But when her father died suddenly, her family’s economic circumstances 

changed, and she and her older sister had to leave school to help support the family. 
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The abrupt change in family’s circumstances shaped Polacheck’s class-

consciousness and led her to sympathize with the socialist movement.  Education helped 

her to become a political activist while giving her the opportunity to improve her 

economic status and obtain a degree of upward mobility.  Some of her earliest 

experiences with education were marked by an emphasis on labor issues.  For Polacheck, 

attending a union organizing meeting as a young girl working in a factory was

transformative.  She describes a smoky meeting where a union representative spoke to 

many factory workers of the need for a union: “When he had finished his formal talk, he 

asked if anyone had anything to say.  There was a dead silence.  And then, impulsively, I 

rose and said that I had a lot to say.  The words came tumbling out of my mouth as if they 

had been stored within me” (58).  As a result of speaking out at the union meeting, she 

lost her job at the factory, but for her the experience sparked the desire for democratic 

participation.  Soon after that she became involved at Hull House and in the labor 

movement.  

Emerging Frameworks: Community-Based Models for Critical Teaching and Learning 

For Polacheck, the settlement house was the ideal model of Americanization.  It 

integrated education with social events, lectures, dances, clubs, and services that met 

community needs, such as childcare programs and English classes for immigrants.  The 

settlement was tailored to immigrants’ individual needs and goals, emphasizing flexible, 

self-directed learning.  This learning went beyond “self-improvement,” encouraging 

students to engage in political and social debates and to understand the complex cultural 
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and social systems such as the production and distribution of goods.  Moreover, the 

settlement house emphasized a spirit of cooperation and civic engagement rather than a 

model of private benevolence.  Polacheck’s transformation from factory worker to 

university student, writer, and teacher began when her teachers at Hull House recognized

her writing talent and offered her a scholarship that made it possible for her to take 

courses at the University of Chicago.  After her semester at the University, she 

transitioned to teaching English to immigrants at Hull House.  For Polacheck, “being 

allowed to teach English to immigrants at Hull House did more for [her] than anything 

[she] had imparted to [the] students.  It gave [her] a feeling of security that [she] so sorely 

needed” (91).  Because she could not find an appropriate textbook for her students, she 

brought them real-world documents such as a manual on naturalization, and she 

encouraged students to learn about citizenship as they acquired English.  Her teaching 

position at Hull House was done on a volunteer-basis, but the experience, in conjunction 

with her college coursework, allowed Polacheck to seek out a job as a billing clerk, a 

more skilled occupation than the factory jobs she had held in the past, and eventually she 

went to work at a publishing house.  For Polacheck, the settlement house was a key 

element in the transformation from an underpaid factory girl to a middle-class teacher 

and writer, active in political causes.  

In contrast to the accounts of immigrant writers and settlement house advocates, 

labor educators espoused a more explicitly political view of literacy education framed by 

the issues of class conflict and workers’ rights.  The workers’ education movement 

remained vibrant during the 1920s, carrying out its mission in a number of sites, such as 
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community classes and continuing education courses at colleges (e.g., Amherst, 

Brookwood). Some labor-sponsored classes met in public places like high schools and 

settlement houses.  The curricula varied widely but often included economics and labor 

history, English for foreigners, literature and liberal arts, and practical courses.  The 

workers’ programs developed lecture series, theatrical and musical programs, and social 

events.  Like the public evening schools, they sought to become a center of social activity 

for members of the working class.  The movement developed its own materials, 

magazines, textbooks, and associations, such as the Workers Education Bureau, which 

organized in 1921 and held national conferences in 1921 and 1922.  

Workers’ programs were grass roots in nature, and the purpose and pedagogy 

varied dramatically, but many of the programs included basic language and literacy 

instruction for non-native speakers.  While they did not exclusively target immigrants, 

they nonetheless taught large numbers of them because so many urban workers were 

foreign-born.  Naturally, labor programs also targeted native-born American workers, and 

some programs even excluded immigrants.  The director of the Trade Union College of 

New York, for example, described how the program limited itself to native English 

speakers, not out of a desire to discriminate, but because the school’s organizers felt that 

native-born Americans were more in need of consciousness-raising than the immigrants.  

Moreover, they hoped that by educating Americans, they could address some of the 

prejudices against the foreigner and enlist Americans in fighting discrimination.  The 

goal was to get Americans involved in the movement so that its detractors could not
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dismiss it as an uprising of outsiders.  (Workers Education Bureau, First National 

Conference 22). 

Although labor educators shared a common goal of increasing class-

consciousness and improving working conditions through an explicitly political 

education of the workers, not all workers programs shared the same ideological stance or 

political inclinations.  Labor educators included socialists, communists, liberal 

progressives, and some moderates who, despite their labor affiliation, argued that 

education for the masses must not become propagandized or overtly politicized.  Some 

labor activists even developed programs in collaboration with industries.  At the 1921 

Conference on Workers Education, the secretary of the Trade Union College of 

Philadelphia noted that many conservatives supported the school, which held classes in 

the textile mills, where students included both union members and non-union managerial 

staff.  The speaker informed his audience that “The so-called radical groups are not in our 

trade college at all” (First National Conference 28).  

The labor educators rejected the premise of neutrality in the teaching of English.  

Despite the efforts of some to discourage radicalism or cooperate with industry leaders, 

most of the programs expressed explicitly political aims and recognized that they were 

working in opposition to mainstream literacy programs.  At the 1922 Workers Education 

Conference, one activist from the clothing workers’ union advocates an overtly political 

agenda while criticizing conservative educators for maintaining a pretense of neutrality.  

The speaker, J. B. Salutsky, declares: “We are quite afraid of that word propaganda—by 

all means you mustn’t do that which means propaganda.  But please, why not?  What are 
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the people on the other side doing?  Do they give you what you call neutral, impartial 

education?”  (Workers Education Bureau, Second National Conference 184).  Some labor 

teachers explicitly embraced an activist goal for their programs.  One teacher who spoke

at the 1921 conference argues that “the labor movement stands, consciously or 

unconsciously, for the reconstruction of society [ . . . ].  It dreams of a world where 

economic and social justice will prevail, where the welfare of mankind will be the aim of 

all activity, where society will be organized as a cooperative commonwealth” (47).  A

student presenter at the 1921 conference argues that mainstream education teaches 

“certain events in the lives of conspicuous characters to celebrate their political successes 

and record their wars. It is given to cultivate good will toward those now in power.  Such 

educated ignorance leads the mass of the workers to think that the present order of 

society, with its scheme of things as they are, has been established by some supernatural 

power and therefore cannot be changed” (85). One member of a Boston Trade Union 

says, “For the worker the chief thing we have got to do is to teach him the importance of 

class struggle.  If workers’ education will therefore have one aim in mind, we will get 

somewhere.  We should always keep in mind that there is a class war and keep teaching 

the worker along that line” (89).  Even the students recognized that mainstream 

education, with its premise of neutrality, in fact had political aims.  Therefore they 

embraced political goals themselves in order to counteract the effects of mainstream 

schools. 
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The labor educators sought to create classrooms that would contrast from those 

organized by the mainstream Americanization program.  As one educator from the New 

York Ladies’ Garment Workers Union puts it: 

Our students like to go to [the] classes because they were not the kind they 

had been used to attending in the public schools.  They went to the latter in 

order to learn English, but instead they were taught how to love the flag.  

It is very well to bring in patriotism in a class but when teachers forget 

their subjects, they forget the object for which people are going to school.  

The pupils liked our classes because they felt free to express themselves 

there.  They did not feel afraid of the teachers; they did not feel that the 

teachers were going to report them, or that the teachers were different 

from them.  (Workers Education Bureau, Second National Conference 87)

Labor educators recognized that in order to be effective, workers’ programs 

needed to address learners’ immediate material needs and recognize the impact of their 

everyday lives on their ability to attend class and to learn.  For instance, J. B. Salutsky, a 

speaker at the 1922 conference, who served as director of education for the Amalgamated 

Clothing Workers, urges fellow members of the Education Bureau that if they want to 

reach the workers, they must “talk to them of those things in which they are interested [ . 

. . ].  If you come to a gang of miners today and talk to them about the poor hundreds of 

thousands that can’t read, they will tell you there are poor hundreds of thousands that 

haven’t anything to eat [ . . . ] Don’t give us education, give us bread” (185).  As one 

educator phrased it, “The teacher must know his students.  He must as soon as possible 
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become familiar with their past experience, their plans for the future, with their social 

ideals, etc, and must decide, jointly with them, what lines of instruction will be of most 

benefit” (101).  The labor programs attempted to assist workers in their everyday lives 

and struggles, including poverty, hunger, and unemployment.  Some programs had 

special meetings and events for the unemployed, offering support, entertainment and 

encouragement.  One educator, for instance, acknowledges that it’s impossible to do 

“intensive work” with the unemployed because “unemployment psychology is not the 

psychology that is conducive to intensive educational work” (Workers Education Bureau, 

First National Conference 13). 

If the philosophy and goals of labor education differed from the approach of 

mainstream Americanization programs, the pedagogy reflected these differences.  

Workers’ programs sought to be democratic in nature, involving the students in 

curriculum design, program governance, and future planning.  Student participation was 

central to the development of programs, and students even participated in the workers’ 

conference.  Labor programs commonly invited student representatives to sit on their 

boards and to provide feedback on their courses.  The labor pedagogy emphasized 

literacy and learning as activities that were tied to activism and social change.  Labor 

classes sought to foster debate and discussion, even inviting conservative speakers to 

participate in public debates on topics such as the Russian Revolution and Prohibition 

(Workers Education Bureau, First National Conference 20).  At the Cleveland Worker’s 

University, one instructor, together with her students, devised a curriculum to prepare 

workers to be shop chairmen.  A person could serve for three months after going through 
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the course but would be subject to recall by a vote of other workers.  In classrooms for 

non-native speakers, teachers encouraged the use of the vernacular language.  Many of 

the union groups created newsletters in multiple languages, including English, Yiddish, 

and Italian.  They emphasized small-group learning and student discussion instead of 

drills, memorization, or lectures.  The pedagogy focused on student leadership, 

preparation for real-world work, activism, and cultural plurality.  Many labor-sponsored 

programs incorporated activism into their pedagogical goals.

Many of the labor programs were highly democratic and student-led.  They 

encouraged students to take leadership roles in determining the goals and pedagogy of 

their programs, and students took part in the knowledge making of the field, attending 

conferences and speaking on behalf of their schools.  At the Bureau’s national 

conferences in 1921 and 1922, students presented a number of sessions on their 

experiences in the labor-sponsored programs.  For example, one student from the Boston 

Trade Union College said: “I am pleased to say that our college is a most democratic 

institution.  That is, control is vested in three bodies; namely, the teaching staff, member 

of the Central Labor Union, and the student body.  The student body, in a real sense, has 

a control of the courses to be taught and of those who are to teach them.  We will not 

accept propaganda or canned knowledge.  The association has a will of its own” (90).  

A popular format for the student presentations was a report on “what I learned in 

class.” These accounts tended to compare the students’ experiences in mainstream 

Americanization classes to their experiences in a labor education program.  For instance, 

one student reports to the audience that her first educational experience in the US took 
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place in the public evening school.  On her first night at the evening school, she did not 

hear the teacher call her name when going through the rolls.  Class was disrupted for 

several minutes while the teacher fretted over her absence, and finally another student 

pointed to her and used an ethnic slur to point out to the teacher that she was present.  By 

contrast, the student describes feeling at home at the union school, where “we feel that 

the teacher is not only there to take us into her confidence, but to talk to us as a friend and 

to understand our needs” (Workers Bureau, First National Conference 94).  

The labor educators tended to de-emphasize teacher authority and advocate 

instead for a classroom where knowledge and power would be shared by all.  One 

manifestation of this position was the lack of emphasis on grades, which many of them 

considered an artificial incentive, ineffective for reaching students.  Instead of assigning 

grades or monitoring the students’ classroom performance, teachers endeavored to learn 

about the subject along with the students.  As one teacher puts it, an overemphasis on 

grades and exams could “decrease the genuine interest which students should feel in the 

subject for its own sake.  Too often the student comes to feel, even more clearly than he 

is naturally inclined to, that intellectual work is very unpleasant and is a thing to be 

undertake only for some external reward” (101).

While mainstream educators taught a narrowly prescribed literacy, labor teachers 

had radical notions about the meaning of literacy, its uses and possibilities.  Winthrop 

Talbot, one of the speakers at the 1922 conference, urges his listeners to develop 

innovative methods of teaching literacy to foreigners while respecting the intelligences 

that they already possess.  He cites the example of an Italian student who couldn’t read.  
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The teacher shows him pictures of objects, such as a tree, and a picture of money.  He 

identifies the pictures, which have their corresponding words printed under them, and the 

teacher tells him, “Tony, you can read that without any difficulty!”  (178).  He gives the 

students a picture book and urges him to take it home and study it with the help of his 

children, who have learned how to read and write in school.  This anecdote seems to 

suggest a broad view of literacy.  By helping the immigrant to recognize his own ability 

to decode signs and symbols, the teacher makes written literacy seem within reach.  

Second, by emphasizing the man’s innate ability to decode visual texts, the speaker 

suggests that he already possesses an intelligence and ability to learn rather than 

suggesting that literacy will serve as a means to “enlighten” or civilize the student.  

Whether they were labor educators, settlement house advocates, or immigrants 

themselves, the critics of mainstream Americanization held in common the view that 

literacy and language instruction could do more than shape immigrants into model 

citizens.  Instead, they envisioned a model for literacy learning that would create the 

potential for both individual and social change.  Whereas mainstream Americanization 

workers saw language instruction as something to impart to the students, alternative 

educators found ways to engage students to actively use literacy to meet their diverse, 

community-based needs and goals.  In many ways the two models I discussed above—the 

settlement house model and the labor education movement—endorse methods of teaching 

that educators today can learn from and incorporate.  They treat literacy as a skill 

interconnected with other aspects of immigrants’ daily lives, vocational goals, and 

political activism.  They teach a variety of subjects in ways that are connected to 
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students’ lived experiences.  And they recognize that education is not neutral or apolitical 

but takes place in specific social and cultural contexts.  For these reasons the critics of 

Americanization were indeed ahead of their time.
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CHAPTER FIVE

“THE GRATE AMRICAN DREEM:” THE RHETORIC OF LITERACY AND THE 
NON-NATIVE SPEAKER IN TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY CONTEXT

In the conclusion of this project, I seek to develop the implications of the public 

rhetoric about literacy and the non-native speaker for the teaching of writing in twenty-

first century context.  While the body of the dissertation spans the period from the late 

1800s to the mid 1920s, the debate surrounding immigration, literacy, assimilation, and 

the politics of teaching English is  no less important today.  In many ways today’s debates 

echo the same themes as the historical conflicts I explored earlier.  Media coverage of 

education and immigration often draws on the same assumptions and fears that 

dominated the mass media almost a century ago.  One example of the continuing debate 

about immigrant literacy appeared in the New York Times on January 4, 2005, in an 

article entitled “The Grate Amrican Dreem: It’s a Polyglot City, with the Misspelled 

Signs to Prove It.”

The article’s introduction tells us that New York is “a great city that is 

regenerating itself with a flood of new immigrants,” and nowhere is this more apparent 

than in the store windows and street signs authored by non-native speakers who sell 

pizza, hot dogs, and cheese steaks on corners all over the city.  The writer examines 

signs, menus, and other artifacts in order to highlight nonstandard usage of English such 

as the offers of a “chees steak,” a “1 litter” bottle of soda, or the sign that reads, “Last 

Day of Opening,” to advertise a going-out-of-business sale.  The author, Anthony 

DePalma, remarks sarcastically that the latter “can be read as an existential meditation on 
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time.”  For DePalma, the street vendors’ “misuse” of English, apparent in their 

misspelled and “existential” signs, marks their Otherness and their lack of literacy.  He 

quotes the director of a literacy center in the city who affirms that many of the new 

immigrants “are ambitious, smart, and wonderful,” but they “do not come with an 

understanding of the structure of the language.” For DePalma, the director’s comments 

are proof that most immigrants are “not literate,” even if the evidence in the article 

suggests otherwise.  From a functional or pragmatic perspective, the street vendors are 

using a linguistic code effectively if customers understand the signs and decide to 

purchase the wares.  If the immigrant sign-writers are literate in the sense of being able to 

use and decipher linguistic codes, then they are only “illiterate” in that sense of the word 

that conflates it with ignorance or a lack of politeness, (as with the 1900 immigrants who 

don’t know the correct “codes” or modes of behaviors).  This article reminds us that the 

conflict over what literacy is and what standards we should set, particularly for non-

native speakers, has not gone away.

Like many of the turn-of-the-century texts that I looked at in earlier chapters, the 

recent Times article suggests that the immigrants’ literacy practices pose an economic 

and cultural threat.  The author attempts to establish journalistic objectivity by 

acknowledging opposing views of the immigrants’ English: “Some critics see the 

fractured English on these signs as an attack on the very things that hold society together.  

Others see them as fresh reminders that the city is renewing itself.”  But the very fact that 

he  reminds us that these signs can be seen as an “attack” reveals that this writer assumes

that the immigrants’ nonstandard language usage is noteworthy, at best amusing and at 
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worst in need of remediation.  Further, the author frames the immigrants’ literacy 

practices as proof of their greed and eagerness to exploit the resources of their new 

country.  After all, if they are misusing the English language, they are doing so in pursuit 

of a profit.  DePalma writes that: 

Money, of course, is often the object of obsession, and immigrants 

recognize the words dollar, dough, buck or moola long before they can 

string together an English sentence.  The dollar becomes their frame of 

reference [ . . . ] and the passion for the dollar may explain why so many 

stores run by immigrants fix on that magical figure.

The depiction of the new immigrants as obsessed with “moola” is similar to that of the 

foreigners in the 1900 article who are accused of expecting America’s “gold-bearing 

trees” to provide for them (See Chapter Two).  

Immigrant Literacy in Twenty-First Century Context

Like the turn-of-the-century writers I cited in previous chapters, DePalma 

emphasizes the immigrants’ “otherness” by dwelling on their nonstandard uses of 

language.  By accusing the immigrants of being both illiterate and obsessed with 

“moola,” DePalma echoes the sense of crisis that permeated much of the Progressive-Era 

discussions of immigrant literacy.  His article suggests that attitudes have not changed 

much in the last century or so.  The popular media frequently tells us that literacy is in a 

state of crisis due to increasing cultural and linguistic diversity in the US.  While the 

Progressive-Era discourse of crisis focused on the issues of Americanization and literacy 
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tests for newcomers, today’s debate revolves around topics like Ebonics, English-Only, 

and bilingual education.  Consider the following examples of the rhetoric of crisis in 

public discussions about immigrants’ education and language practices:  An article from 

the Arizona-based group English for the Children claims that Hispanic students are 

“[getting] a place in the jobless line” due to the practice of bilingual education (Ayala).  

Proponents of English-Only claim that multilingualism will “encourage the growth of 

linguistic enclaves” and create “division” and “ethnic conflicts.” (US English).  A 2000 

ad in the Des Moines Register depicts a multi-ethnic group of children in a classroom 

under the heading “Reciting the pledge of allegiance together isn’t as easy as it used to be 

because many students can’t speak English [ . . . ].  Because of mass immigration, we’re 

becoming many nations.  Under many gods.  And very divided” (American Immigration 

Control Foundation).  

Today’s attacks on multilingualism rest on several of the assumptions we saw in

the turn-of-the-century debate about immigrant literacy.  First, the anti-immigrant 

campaigns assume that ethnic diversity and multilingualism pose a threat to the nation at 

large.  For instance, the group US English claims that whereas immigrants in past 

decades assimilated quickly and became part of the American “melting pot,” today’s 

newcomers are not learning English because the government is doing too much to 

accommodate their use of a first language.  Because immigrants are not learning English, 

the group claims, America is becoming more “divided,” both linguistically and culturally.  

Second, they suggest that immigrants don’t want to learn English.  The advertisement 

from the American Immigration Control Foundation, for instance, claims that “Some 
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[immigrants] don’t even care about our heritage.  So, they don’t speak our language, and 

they create their own countries within ours.”  As Carol Schmid points out in “The Politics 

of English-Only in the United States,” conflicts over language appeal to the ideals of 

“patriotism and unity, often casting language minorities in the role of outsiders who 

deliberately choose not to learn English” (71).  Moreover, despite the common perception

that today’s immigrants are not learning English in large numbers, Schmid cites 

numerous studies that show that the overwhelming majority of immigrants learn to speak 

English fluently within a few years of coming to the US (72).  Finally, the anti-immigrant 

campaigns insist that immigrants’ lack of English skills is a cause of economic instability 

in the US.  The AICF advertisement argues that the immigrants “take jobs and social 

services from our poorest citizens.  They crowd our schools.  Expand our welfare rolls.”  

By complaining that immigrants “take jobs” and “crowd schools,” the ad attempts to 

create division between immigrants and working-class Americans.

Groups that oppose immigration and linguistic pluralism tend to use rhetorical 

strategies that make them appear sympathetic to the immigrants rather than hostile.  

Much like the proponents of the Progressive-Era Americanization movement, these 

groups argue that assimilation and rejection of the first language will benefit individual 

immigrants, both economically and socially.  For instance, US English argues that 

Life without English proficiency in the United States is a life of low-

skilled, low-paying jobs.  Studies of Census data show that an immigrant’s

income rises about thirty percent as a result of learning English.  

Knowledge of English leads to the realization of the American dream of 
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increased economic opportunity and the ability to become a more 

productive member of society.  (US English)

By focusing on the economics of the issue and representing itself as having the interest of 

the immigrants in mind, US English ironically attempts to position itself as a pro-

immigrant organization.  Gonzalez and Melis point out that this “disingenuous concern 

about English and those who do not speak it has become an acceptable vehicle for people 

of every socioeconomic and professional level to express racist perspectives” (xxxiii).  

Most scholars of literacy agree that the politics of language have a concrete impact 

on the work that we do in the classroom.  In “English Literacy in the US: National 

Policies, Personal Consequences,” McKay and Weinstein-Shr argue that the politics of 

literacy affect students in three concrete ways—in terms of the “availability of 

instruction, accessibility of classes offered, and appropriateness of programs” (405).  The 

authors explain that educators must often battle the perception that immigrants do not 

want to learn English.  In Arizona, for example, due to a decrease in funding and an 

increasing demand for English education, the State Department of Education estimated 

that as of 1990, its adult education division was only meeting about ten percent of the 

demand for classes (405).  They note that some literacy programs and individual teachers 

continue to forbid the use of the first language, even punishing students who it in the 

classroom, leading to feelings of frustration and isolation on the part of language learners.  

Moreover, they add that workplace and job training programs often emphasize 

productivity and job placement rates over real language acquisition for students (409).  At 

the levels of national and state policy, the English-Only movement and campaigns to end 
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bilingual education have further eroded teachers’ abilities to help students’ acquire 

English while respecting and preserving their knowledge of their home language and 

culture (Gonzalez and Melis).  

While national and state policies that demand an English-Only approach have 

created challenges for English teachers, some scholars have also perpetuated the belief 

that cultural and linguistic diversity can threaten students’ individual success and the 

educational system as a whole.  For instance, E. D. Hirsch’s model of “cultural literacy” 

has been embraced by the popular media, members of the public, and some educators, 

despite his insistence on a cultural assimilation approach.  Hirsch warns gravely that the 

“benefits of our national literate culture will be lost if we take our cultural traditions and 

national language too much for granted” and he argues that “encouragement of 

multilingualism is contrary to our traditions and extremely unrealistic” (93).  Hirsch’s 

concept of “cultural literacy” has encountered criticism from many progressive teachers 

of English; nonetheless, as Trimbur and Horner point out, many educators claim to value 

diversity and linguistic plurality while tacitly embracing assumptions and practices that 

work against these goals. 
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Literacy, Composition-Rhetoric, and Linguistic Pluralism

Teachers of college composition may well question what the debate about 

immigration, literacy, and the politics of English-Only have to do with the work of 

teaching writing in an academic context.  Min-Zhan Lu points out that in response to 

issues of “dissonance” and linguistic conflict, composition teachers often protest that the 

issues have nothing to do with them because the students they teach are “Native-

Speaking, White, and Middle-Class” (17).  In fact, scholars and teachers in composition-

rhetoric are implicated today more than ever in issues of language politics and 

multilingualism, for several reasons.  One is that our classrooms are becoming more 

diverse and will continue to do so in the years to come.  In “The Demographics of 

Diversity in the United States,” Dorothy Waggoner points out that the foreign-born 

population in the US increased by forty percent in the decade between 1980 and 1990 (8).  

The increasing number of second language speakers in the US means that we will 

continue to see second language writers in our classrooms.  Moreover, as Shirley Brice 

Heath points out in “Work, Class and Categories: Dilemmas of Identity,” the work of 

composition studies increasingly intersects with efforts to teach writing in community 

settings.  As the paradigm of our field shifts toward the broad horizon of “literacy 

studies,” writing teachers must “come to grips with a much more complex perception of 

so-called minorities within the United States population” (240).  

Even those educators who have not encountered diverse groups of students in their 

classroom, or who do not have the opportunity to do community-building work with 

minority populations, face the challenges associated with the backlash against linguistic 
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plurality and the influence of movements such as English-Only.  Bruce Horner and John 

Trimbur point out that even some of the most progressive educators have tacitly 

embraced the rhetoric and assumptions of the English Only movement. In “English Only 

and US College Composition,” they assert that composition-rhetoric has historically 

embraced monolingual practices and an assimilation approach to teaching English.  They 

point out that the debate about basic writing and “remedial” English often parallels the 

rhetoric of English Only, emphasizing the “foreign-ness” of basic writers and focusing on 

the economic strain they place on the education system: “Basic writers have commonly 

been described as immigrants and foreigners to the academy, those whose right to be 

there is suspect and whose presence is often seen as a threat to the culture, economy, and 

physical environment of the academy” (609).  

English educators have responded to these criticisms by affirming the benefits of 

linguistic plurality and advocating increased funding and support of programs for non-

native speakers and minority students.  They have also recognized that the debate over 

linguistic diversity affects not only immigrant students but also minorities and those who 

speak nonstandard dialects of English.  Professional organizations, including CCCC 

(Conference on College Composition and Communication) and NCTE (National Council 

of Teachers of English) adopted statements in 1974 affirming students’ right to their own 

language, and NCTE re-affirmed its original statement in a 2003 resolution.  The original 

NCTE statement reads in part: 

Resolved, that the National Council of Teachers of English affirm the 

students’ right to their own language—to the dialect that expresses their 
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family and community identity, the idiolect that expresses their unique 

personal identity; [ . . . ] that NCTE affirms the responsibility of all 

teachers of English to provide opportunities for clear and cogent 

expression of ideas in writing, and to provide the opportunity for students 

to learn the convention of what has been called written edited American 

English; [ . . . ] that NCTE promotes classroom practices to expose 

students to the variety of dialects that comprise our multiregional, 

multiethnic, and multicultural society, so that they too will understand the 

nature of American English and come to respect all its dialects. (National 

Council of Teachers of English, “On Students’ Right”)

In composition-rhetoric, one manifestation of the rhetoric of English Only and the debate 

over students’ right to their own language is the issue of how and why we teach academic 

discourse, particularly to students who speak nonstandard dialects of English.  When we 

initiate our students into the norms of academic discourse, we are asking them to embrace 

the values, assumptions and ways of thinking that these discourses embody (as James 

Gee and others have noted).  In many ways, this process echoes the historic role of 

literacy education for non-native speakers; it teaches language as a means of transmitting 

values and norms—in this case, the values of the university.  It attempts to transform our 

students into good “academic citizens” and teach them the codes of conduct and cultural 

literacies that they will need to know.  Often our students seem very much like the new 

immigrants of the 1900 article “What the Immigrant Bring,” who don’t know the 

unwritten rules.
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Because the teaching of academic discourse can sometimes so closely resemble 

indoctrination, some compositionists, such as Sharon Crowley and J. Elspeth Stuckey, 

have gone so far as to suggest that we must throw out approaches that attempt to teach 

standard academic discourse, especially if these approaches are doing violence to 

students whose home languages and cultures have historically been unwelcome in the 

academy.  However, others, such as Lisa Delpit, have argued that academic discourse 

grants students a power that they seek and deserve, a right to speak and be heard in the 

academy and the larger world. Historically, it has always been an expectation of writing

teachers that we provide instruction in standard academic English as an instrumental tool 

for our students.  This has been particularly true in ESL writing contexts, where teachers 

faced with students’ immediate needs have been less eager to embrace a social turn or a 

critical pedagogy than those in mainstream composition.  

As educators, it is important to recognize that we face more than an either/or choice 

between a cultural assimilationist model and a multilingual, liberatory approach.  Instead, 

we must find ways to negotiate the tension between the competing goals of supporting 

students’ maintenance of home languages and cultures and helping them gain access to 

powerful new discourses.  One strategy for negotiating this tension is to invite students to 

study and critique the politics of language, an approach that June Jordan describes in her 

essay, “Nobody Mean More to Me Than You and the Future Life of Willie Jordan.”  

Jordan asks her students to read literature by African American writers and then teaches 

them to use a process of translation to understand the grammatical structure of Black 

English.  Such translation exercises can help students to understand both the structural 
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and the rhetorical differences between dialects of English.  A translation approach to the 

teaching of academic discourse asks students to be ethnographers of language, as Brice 

Heath suggests in “The Literate Essay:  Using Ethnography to Explode Myths.”  Students 

can gather data about language, write in a variety of genres, and transcribe oral language 

into written language in order to appreciate the differences between the two.  Teachers 

should be willing to work with students as researchers “to see knowledge in new ways” 

and to become “an oral and literate community learning together” (105).  However, 

teachers must be careful not to present such exercises as an invitation for students to 

identify their own non-standard uses of language in order to eliminate them.  As J. 

Elspeth Stuckey points out, research on community literacy practices all too often 

concludes in  a call “for despairing people to change their language ways” rather than a 

“recognition of the engine of social changes that might alleviate economic demarcation 

along the fault line of linguistic habits” (41).  As writing teachers embrace approaches 

that ask students to collect and interpret data on different varieties of language, they can 

begin to help students understand the relationships between cultural identities and 

linguistic practices.  This awareness of the politics of language and cultural identity can 

be a catalyst for a more critical, liberatory vision of literacy in the writing classroom.  For 

instance, after Jordan invites the students to collect data on Black English and become 

ethnographers of the dialect, her students use Black English to protest an incident of 

racism that had a tragic impact on one of the class members.  

While scholars and teachers in composition-rhetoric can incorporate practices that 

encourage linguistic diversity in the college classroom, they must also continue to build 
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bridges to community programs with similar goals.  Research in composition-rhetoric is 

increasing turning to community sites for a broader understanding of literacy and its uses.  

One manifestation of this trend is the interest in “service learning,” which invites students 

to become involved in the community and use writing to achieve specific real-world 

goals.  Another approach is represented by the work of the Community Literacy Center 

that Peck, Flower, and Higgins describe.  The CLC, which is built upon the model of the 

settlement house community, “seeks to reinvent that tradition of community and 

university interaction” by inviting local youths to help participate in dialogue and 

problem-solving for social change (573). Some of the most successful Progressive-Era 

educators were able to do just that with their immigrant students.  As history shows us, as 

teachers of literacy, we face the continuing challenge, with our students, of determining 

what we believe literacy is, what we can expect from it, and which rhetorics of literacy 

we want to embrace. 
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NOTES

Chapter One 
1 The “stranger” characterization was a very common image of the immigrant, and I will discuss it in some 
detail in Chapter Two. 
2 Here I mean “progressive” in the general sense of liberal or reformist. The meaning of the term is not 
always self-evident as we will see later in the chapter.  
3 Kates’ study is a particularly useful example of how rhetorical analysis can shed light on literacy 
practices.  She examines the potential for writing to spark social action, and she studies how critical 
pedagogies created opportunities for students to work outside of formal institutions to create potential for 
change in their communities. 
4 In his book, Coming to America, Roger Daniels cautions that the sharp distinction between old and new 
immigrants is problematic.  Although to some extent the distinction is an historical reality, it is also an 
oversimplification, which disguises changes in American society rather than changes in the immigrant.  For 
example, while the “old” immigrants generally settled in rural areas and the “new” immigrants came to 
America’s cities, this shift was not due to any fundamental difference in the people who came, but rather, to 
a change in the kinds of economic opportunities available in urban areas (121-122).  Despite Daniel’s 
objections, however, the old-new distinction is a useful one for my purpose of understanding the changes 
that urban educators faced.  
5 These terms are adapted from Lawrence Cremin’s discussion of immigrant education in Transformation 
of the School (67-69).  

Chapter Two 
1 Although Sinclair’s purpose was to reveal the economic injustice and oppression suffered by the urban 
working class, the book was most successful in drawing attention to unsanitary practices in the meat-
packing industry.  The Jungle helped galvanize the movement to pass the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906 
(Dickstein). 
2 Bormann introduces his book, The Force of Fantasy with an excerpt from a speech by Abraham Lincoln 
in which he argues against slavery using the theme of purification. 
3 Thorngate’s assumption about a widespread problem with immigrant illiteracy was probably faulty as we 
will see in the next section.  
4 The legislation was vetoed again in 1909, 1913, and 1915 before finally passing in 1917. 
5 The article attributes the difference to the geographical distribution of immigrants, who congregated in 
large cities in the North and East where public schools were believed to be more effective than in rural 
areas.  
6 This is not to say that Riis was more tolerant of immigrants than his contemporaries.  Writing about Riis’ 
book, Luc Sante remarks that Riis “is very much of his time, meaning among other things that he is pious 
and judgmental.  He does not hesitate to qualify or even dismiss entire ethnic groups according to the 
received wisdom of the era, which held that blood was destiny […].  He is always ready to broadcast his 
impatience with practices and views he does not understand” (x).  
7 The Times also endorsed the test in 1906 although by the 1910s the paper’s position had shifted and most 
of its editorials opposed the legislation. 
8 The legislation of 1917 also created a “barred zone” in latitudes and longitudes that prevented most 
Asians except the Japanese and Filipinos from entering the US (Daniels 278). 

Chapter Three
1 I use the term “mainstream” in this chapter to refer to those educators who embraced the dominant 
ideology of Americanization, namely, the belief in a cultural and educational crisis and the desire to teach 
literacy as a form of civic morality that would keep the immigrants under control and prepare them to be 
efficient workers.  “Mainstream” positions are reflected in many of the textbooks used for non-native 
speakers and in the curricula of the programs sponsored by the public schools.  By describing some 
educators or practices as “mainstream,” I attempt to identify trends and tendencies rather than to establish 
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clear lines between “mainstream” practices and “non-mainstream” or “alternative” pedagogies—some 
approaches did not fit neatly into any category. 
2Bormann’s larger project is an analysis of the emergence of a tradition of romantic pragmatism in 
American reform rhetoric.  His discussion of the rhetoric of conversion examines how nineteenth-century 
anti-slavery activists began to incorporate elements of religious rhetoric into secular debates about 
emancipation.  His analysis focuses on rhetoric in the oral tradition, including speeches and sermons, but I 
have adapted his discussion to apply it to written texts such as the textbooks for immigrants
3 I should note here, as I did in Chapter One, that I do not intend to imply that educators fell neatly into one 
camp or the other or that they identified themselves with the terms I use, cultural assimilationists versus 
cultural pluralists.  The purpose here is to describe competing tendencies and explore rhetorical practices, 
not simply to label educational groups.
4 The religious mission of immigrant education did not entirely disappear in the decades after the turn of 
the century.  In the museum at Ellis Island, some copies of the literacy test required by the 1917 legislation 
are on display, and in fact some of these tests for immigrants consisted of passages from the Bible.  
5 The Direct Method described in the textbooks is very similar to some of the methods still used by 
practitioners in ESL, including the Total Physical Response Method, in which the teachers give instructions 
and commands and ask students to follow commands using real-world props.

Chapter Four
1 I use the term alternative here to refer to those educators who criticized the practices of mainstream 
Americanization workers, rejected the sense of cultural crisis and the tendency to scapegoat the foreigner, 
and attempted to teach literacy in a liberatory fashion. 
2 In fact, Evelyn Salz notes that some critics have accused Antin of betraying her heritage by “[promoting] 
assimilationism at the expense of Judaism” (xxi).  
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